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PREFACE 


| n this volume I present an anthology chosen, by me, from the weekly opinion column 
that I have been wnting since March 2002 for the London-based Jewish Chronicle. 

The Jewish Chronicle is the oldest continuously circulating Jewish newspaper in 
the world. Founded in 1841, it inevitably attracted rival newssheets, which in time 
were either acquired by it or forced out of business. Today it has a number of imita- 
tors, but it is still rightly regarded as the Anglo-Jewish newspaper of record. To be 
invited to write for it is an accolade. To be invited to contribute a weekly column is 
a rare privilege. 

In the spring of 2002 this privilege fell upon my shoulders. 

The column which I inherited - the weekly Comment at the top of the page, opposite 
the leaders and letters - has a long and distinguished history. In the nineteenth 
century the paper carried a column written by “Nemo” — actually the Reverend A. L. 
Green of the Central Synagogue, London - the contents of which were characterised by 
“sly hits at the foibles” of communal leaders; its style was “racy but not undignified.” In 
the early twentieth century this tradition - an informed and purposeful irreverence 
- was maintained by A. L. Greens’ nephew, A. A. Green (minister of the Hampstead 
Synagogue), an eccentric but conscientious preacher and pastoral worker who wrote 
under the pseudonym “Tatler.” This column was in turn superseded by another, from 
the hand of “Mentor,” the pen-name of Leopold Greenberg. 

Greenberg was an experienced journalist, who had been a close personal friend of 
Theodor Herzl. In 1907 he purchased the Chronicle and, while putting the newspaper at 
the service of Zionism, was not afraid of attacking the ‘establishment’ on a wide range 
of issues, domestic and foreign, using for this purpose not only his leading articles but 
also his “Mentor” column. On Greenberg's death (1931) the editorship went (after a 
short interlude) to his son, Ivan, a devotee of the militant Zionist party Herut, founded 
by Vladimir Jabotinsky and directed subsequently by Menachem Begin. 

A controlling interest in the paper was then held by David Kessler, a Zionist but a 
moderate one. In the last, bloody years of the Palestine Mandate relations between 
Kessler and Ivan Greenberg deteriorated. Ivan Greenberg was fired”, and the editor- 


1. (C. Roth], The Jewish Chronicle 1841-1941 (London, 1949), 85 
2. Ibid, 136-7. 
3. D. Cesarani, The Jewish Chronicle 1841 - 1991 (Cambridge University Press, 1994), 190-1. 
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ship went instead to an irascible Mancunian, John Shaftesley, a printer by trade, 
whose approach to his editorial duties was unashamedly formulaic. Though not afraid, 
on occasion, to question received wisdom, Shaftesley took care not to rock too many 
boats. Notoriously, during the 1956 Suez crisis, he went out of his way to defend 
Jewish Labour MPs who meekly followed the Labour Party line in condemning Israel's 
military action against Egypt. 

In 1958 Shaftestey was “kicked upstairs” - he was made an executive director and 
sent back to Manchester to take charge of the Jewish Gazette (which the Chronicle 
owned). He was succeeded by a young lawyer, William Frankel. Under Frankel’s edi- 
torship (1958 - 77) the Chronicle underwent two revolutions simultaneously. It was 
typographically redesigned. And its content was refocused onto the tensions and 
tribulations experienced by an Anglo-Jewish community that was fast becoming 
polarised, pluralised and dysfunctional - at times hilariously so. 

To assist him in this task, Frankel recruited a dynamic team of experienced anti- 
establishment journalists, chief amongst whom was Chaim Bermant, born in Latvia, 
educated in the UK, and a master wordsmith. At first Bermant was but one of a number 
of skilled writers who contributed to the Chronicle's “Personal Opinion” column under the 
collective pseudonym “Ben Azai.”” In time other contributors fell away. Bermant was 
given his own column - “On The Other Hand” — which he wrote under his own name. 
The column appeared, week after week, until Bermant’s untimely death in January 1998. 

It is difficult to over-estimate Chaim Bermant’s contribution both to the newspa- 
per and to Anglo-Jewish journalism. As he himself wrote in 1994, whilst he did not 
“dabble in outrage” for its own sake, he hated “complacency and humbug.” There 
was none in his column. And there were certainly no sacred cows. 

Following Bermant’s death the column was written by a number of prominent 
media personalities and intellectuals, including Adam Raphael, John Diamond and 
Norman Lebrecht. In February 2002 I was asked to take it over. My first contribution 
appeared in the Chronicle on 1 March that year. 

In writing the column I have been given a completely free hand, both as to sub- 
ject-matter and as to content. The subject-matter has generally been dictated by events 
that were of current concern at the time of writing. As to content, I have written to my 
strengths and within my limitations. The wit of Chaim Bermant was unique. I cannot 
emulate it and I have not attempted to. I have tried to be funny when occasion has 
seemed to me to warrant the deployment of a certain humour, which can be a valu- 
able didactic tool and a powerful medium of communication. I have on occasion 
employed sarcasm and irony. But I have always tried to be scrupulously accurate as to 


4. Cesarani, op.cit, 238; G. Alderman, obituary of William Frankel, Jewish Chronicle, 28 April 2008. 
5. ‘Personal Opinion,’ in C. Bermant, On The Other Hand (London, 2000), 4-5 


facts, and to locate my comments within that groundwork. Above all, I have presented 
a point of view that is unashamedly mine. 

In choosing pieces for the present anthology I have deliberately avoided items 
that might be thought excessively parochial, selecting instead columns linked to 
themes that will I hope, be of interest to a wider audience. Within the thematic chap- 
ters the columns selected are not always in strict chronological order; and the themes 
themselves should by no means be thought of as watertight compartments. But each 
chapter begins with an introduction, in which I describe the context and add some 
broader explanation or guidance where this has seemed necessary. The columns 
themselves are reproduced just as they appeared; very occasionally I have added a 
footnote by way of textual gloss. 

I did not become the JCs regular opinion columnist without having previously 
acquired a reputation — beyond British Jewry as well as within it — as something of a 
rebel and as someone who was inherently suspicious of toeing the communal line. In 
an article about me in its issue of 13 February 1987 the JC referred to me as “The Com- 
munal Gadfly.” It is a title that I have worn with immense pride and satisfaction. 

The columns that appear in this collection have been written under the auspices of 
three editors: Ned Temko until 2005; Jeff Barak 2005-6; and, latterly, David Rowan. 
To each of them, and their editorial teams, I owe a debt of gratitude, and I must also 
record my thanks to the Jewish Chronicle itself for permission to the columns here. 

On another page I am delighted to be able to record my thanks to a great Jewish 
philanthropist, who has carried the banner of communal integrity high when so many 
others have let it slip from their grasp. 


Geoffrey Alderman 
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THE BOARD OF 
DEPUTIES OF 
BRITISH JEWS and 
THE JEWISH 
LEADERSHIP 
COUNCIL 


T he history of the Board (formerly London Committee) of Deputies of British Jews 
typifies in a number of respect the strengths and weaknesses of the manner in 
which British Jews have organised themselves ever since the so-called ‘Readmission,’ 
under Oliver Cromwell in 1656. 

The ‘Readmission’ was not a readmission at all. 1 The Jews were expelled from England 
by royal decree in 1290. Ostensibly, the Readmission was effected by the decision of 
Cromwell's council of state (June 25 1656) to permit Jews to meet in London for private 
worship. But Marranos — crypto-Jews fleeing the Spanish Inquisition — had been living in 
England since at least 1536. During the reign of James I an outraged Spanish ambassador 
reported back to Madrid that Jews were to be found living and worshipping together in 
Bristol, and that they even had the audacity to bake unleavened bread (matzo) for the 
Passover festival. 

Much is often made of the initiative of the Amsterdam rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, who 
in 1651 petitioned Cromwell to allow Jews to re-enter England. This petition unleashed 
five years of furious debate among the Puritan divines and the army that ran the country 
during the interregnum. Cromwell seems to have favoured granting the petition. But reli- 
gious opposition to the petition was extremely strong. In the event it was not Menasseh’s 
petition that was granted in 1656, but that of seven Marranos already living in London. 
Furious with Menasseh for having poked his unwelcome nose into their business, they ar- 
gued simply for the right of private worship for Jews already settled here, and for permis- 
sion to purchase land for a cemetery outside city limits. The last thing they wanted was 
the right of Jews to enter the country as they pleased. And they certainly did not want 
the unwelcome publicity to which Menasseh’s melodramatic initiative had given rise. 

In an important sense the events of the 1650s set the tone for Jewish settlement in 
Great Britain ever since, and in an equally important sense they defined its terms. Chief 
among these is the feeling, deeply embedded amongst British Jews, that they are - still 
- outsiders here on sufferance, and that they must keep their heads well down, maintain 
a low profile, and not to make a fuss. Image is everything. 

In my JC column of 23 March 2007 I traced how these founding characteristics had 
affected, and had been reflected in, the history of the Board of Deputies. Three hundred 
years ago the elders of the Bevis Marks synagogue actually fined members whose con- 
duct outside the synagogue was deemed to bring Anglo-Jewry into disrepute. The heroic 
struggle of Lionel de Rothschild to be able to sit in the Commons as a professing Jew was 
not widely supported in the community: most Jews in the 1840s and 1850s had no inter- 
est whatever in “political emancipation,” and were terrified lest the antics of Jewish MPs 
give British Jewry a bad name. The communal outrage that greeted the publication in 


1. This and the following four paragraphs are based on my article in The Guardian, 31 December 2005, 
looking forward to the celebrations marking the 350th anniversary of the ‘Resettlement.’ 
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1888 of Amy Levy's brilliant novel Reuben Sachs, portraying the decadent materialism of 
the Jewish middle-classes in late Victorian London, drove her to suicide. 

The Jewish Board of Deputies did not sanction a public demonstration against 
Nazism until 1938. Indeed the Anglo-Jewish record of Holocaust rescue is a miserable 
testament to inaction that sprang from fear and self-interest. The exceptional rescue 
efforts of Rabbi Solomon Schonfeld (chief rabbi Hertz’s son-in-law) earned him only a 
public rebuke (1943) from the then president of the deputies, professor Selig Brodetsky. 

In 2003 a proposal to display in this country the burnt carcass of an Israeli bus that 
had been attacked by Palestinian terrorists was vetoed by the communal grandees on 
the grounds that such tastelessness would offend non-Jews and bring the community 
unwelcome publicity that it could well do without. 

The Board of Deputies like to think of itself as the ‘representative’ body of British 
Jews. It is no such thing. In the very first of my regular JC columns (1 March 2002) I 
took the opportunity to remind my readers of this stark fact, and also of some recent 
instances of bungling ineptitude that have been the hallmark of the Board, certainly in 
the period post-1945. One of these — the attempted public auction of a notoriously anti- 
Semitic manuscript — caused uproar world-wide.¢ My column of 23 August 2002 dealt 
with another, well-publicised example of ineffective clumsiness, and on 24 October 2003 
I addressed another myth propagated by the Board and its major ecclesiastical author- 
ity ~— the so-called ‘Chief Rabbi’ - that there can be and is in fact only one Jewish view’ 
on any and every issue that comes before it and him. These themes were, as it turned 
out, deeply woven into the Board’s clumsy attempt to articulate an Anglo-Jewish view on 
faith education (column of 17 March 2006). 

In 1971 the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations walked out of the Board, a 
step it has never regretted.? The non-orthodox congregations also find that the Board, 
dominated by religious ‘centrists,’ ill-suits their needs. And the wealthy plutocrats whose 
money oils the machinery of British Jewry certainly have no time to waste on the Board 
and its petty squabbles. 

These factors led the then President of the Board, lawyer Henry Grunwald, to estab- 
lish in October 2003 a Jewish Community Leadership Council’ which is not elected by 
anyone but which does in fact — primarily because of the money its self-selected mem- 
bers command — have a great deal of influence. In my Purim column of 25 March 2005 I 
reflected, somewhat sarcastically it is true, on the origins and work of this Council, and 
on the true significance of its establishment. 


2. The episode is treated at length in G. Alderman & C. Holmes, ‘The Burton Book,’ Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society vol. 18, no. 1 (January 2008), 1 - 13. 

3. The reasons that impelled the Union to take this step are examined in G. Alderman, Modern British 
Jewry (2nd edn, Oxford, 1998), 374-5. 


Disband this body of (un)representatives 


1 March 2002 


I'm afraid I cannot work myself into a frenzy over the latest faux pas involving the 
Board of Deputies. Recently, you may recall, there was a leak to the press of an internal 
Board memo concerning the United Synagogue’s Chief Rabbi, Dr Sacks, who had 
allegedly insinuated himself into the recent Holocaust Memorial Day event in 
Manchester. He had done this, it appears, without first obtaining the Board’s permission, 
and the Board's President, former schoolmarm Jo Wagerman, was naturally more than 
a little put out. 

There was another leak to the press of a protest from the self-same aforementioned 
Mrs Wagerman to the Home Office, which had decided not to front Home Secretary 
David Blunkett as the principal government ‘guest’ at this event. 

All very annoying, no doubt. Mrs Wagerman must try harder to keep her official 
papers under lock and key. But important? I mean, of real significance for British 
Jews? Hardly. 

Mrs. Wagerman’s credibility as a serious defender of Jewish interests was lost 
when, without even consulting the Deputies, she embarked on the (fortunately) ill- 
fated auction of the Blood Libel penned by the 19th century orientalist and anti- 
Semite Sir Richard Burton. The manuscript failed to reach its reserve price. So Mrs 
Wagerman arranged a private sale, and used the proceeds towards the down-payment 
on office accommodation for the Board - namely a house formerly occupied by Isaac 
d’Tsraeli, who thought so little of his Jewishness that he arranged for the baptism 
of his children, including Benjamin Disraeli, the future politician and brothel owner. 
No one of any importance in government is going to take seriously an Anglo-Jewish 
organisation that comports itself thus. 

As for Holocaust Memorial Day, show me the Bntish Jewess or Jew who thinks this 
a good idea, and I will show you a fool. We Anglo-Jews do not need to be reminded of 
the Holocaust. Nor — in my experience — do our many Gentile friends in these islands. 
Our many Gentile enemies will only exploit the event in order to discomfort us. I have 
already heard calls for the event to include the self-inflicted Palestinian Arab ‘ho- 
locaust’ of 1948-49. 

The legislation to give effect to Holocaust Memorial Day was introduced into 
Parliament by Labour MP Andrew Dismore. As MP for Hendon, which has the highest 
proportion of Jewish voters in any British parliamentary constituency, Mr Dismore 
can always be relied upon to know on which side his political bread is buttered. But 
Mr Dismore, if you really, honestly and truly want to befriend the Jewish world, your 
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time would be better spent publicly pressuring the British government to join the 
Americans in vetoing anti-Israel resolutions at the UN. Or you might introduce a Bill 
declaring shechita to be a humane form of slaughter — legislation which, if passed, 
would be of inestimable benefit to those who, like me, are engaged on a daily basis in 
the defence of the Jewish humane method of slaughtering food animals. 

As for the Board of Deputies, I cannot think of an organisation more irrelevant 
to the contemporary well being of British Jews. I speak from bitter experience. Dur- 
ing the 1980s, and at the express request of the late Moishe Lederman, I agreed to 
become a Deputy in the interest of the Federation of Synagogues. What is more, again 
at Moishe’s request, I got myself elected to the Board’s Shechita Committee (or, rather, 
Moishe arranged for my election, which I do realise is not quite the same thing). 

Believe me, being on the Board, and on its Shechita Committee, were (to misquote 
the late Aneurin Bevan) “forms of torture unknown to the ancients.” If anyone doubts 
this, I urge them to wait until I have transcribed and published the tape-recordings 
of the meetings of the Shechita Committee, where it became clear early on that the 
authority to deal with shechita defence had been privately ceded in its entirety to the 
then Chief Rabbi of the United Synagogue, Immanuel Jakobovits. 

It also became clear that neither the Board nor its Shechita Committee could really 
represent Anglo-Jewry, since the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations had left 
the Board in 1971. Most religious groupings within the British Jewish communities, in 
any case, did not recognise Rabbi Jakobovits as their religious spokesperson. 

The Board is simply no longer competent - if it ever was — to deal with religious 
matters. It might deal with broad matters of communal defence, but the absence of 
the Union, and the antics of Mrs Wagerman, have clearly undermined any potential 
role which it might still wish to arrogate to itself in this respect. 

Of course, those of us ‘in the know’ are fully conversant with these facts of Anglo- 
Jewish life. Most British Gentiles are not. I can quite understand why they turn to the 
Board whenever a ‘Jewish’ view is wanted. We need to make it clear to them that there 
is no such thing as a ‘Jewish view’ (even within the practising orthodox world), only 
Jewish views, and that the old adage ‘two Jews, three opinions’, is, for better or worse, 
literally true. As Political Director of the Campaign for the Protection of Shechita I 
have never had the slightest difficulty in meeting government ministers and civil ser- 
vants to help put the Campaign's point of view. The imprimatur of the Board is not 
necessary, nor was it ever. 

In the USA our Jewish brethren manage to cope very nicely without a Board of 
Deputies of American Jews. A council of presidents of major American Jewish organi- 
sations does meet to discuss matters of mutual interest. A similar body, of a dozen or 
so people, is ~ surely ~ all that British Jewry requires. 


Uncharitable thoughts of hidden agendas 


23 August 2002 


The laws concerning charities are complex and forbidding. To encourage charitable 
giving, the state confers on charities, and on donors to charities, especially favourable 
tax treatment. Individuals and corporations can claim tax relief against charitable 
donations. The charities to which they give pay no tax on their income. 

Because of their tax status, charities are subject to stringent but by no means 
unfair or over burdensome controls. Charities must be registered with the body that 
supervises them on behalf of the state — in England and Wales this is the Charity Com- 
mission. The commission must approve the constitution and objects of the charity. An 
annual return — largely of a financial nature - must be made to the commission, and 
be publicly available. 

Over the years there has been a great deal of debate about what a charity actually 
is. Activities that in former times were regarded as charitable may no longer be so. 
At the moment there is much discussion about whether the “public” — i.e. private - 
schools should any longer enjoy charitable status. This matter will be openly debated 
and the government will no doubt bring forward proposals to deal with matters 
of concern. 

Charities may therefore find that they can no longer do certain things because 
society has decided that these things are no longer charitable. When my late father 
first joined a burial society his annual subscription was treated as a chantable donation. 
Later this status was revoked, because the state decided that although providing for 
one’s burial might be an act of piety, it was not an act of charity. I seem to recall that 
he was less than overjoyed on receiving this news. But he accepted it as being in the 
public interest. 

The Charity Commission enforces, on all our behalves, the rules and regulations 
that Parliament has authorised. The commission’s job is “to give the public confidence 
in the integrity of charity.” I am currently the chairman of a charity. I know how much 
my fellow trustees and I value the commission's advice and assistance. But of course 
there is another side to the commission's work, namely to “prevent mismanagement 
and abuse.” And this work too is carried out on your behalf and mine, because you and 
I subsidise all charities through the taxes they and their benefactors do not pay. 

Last month the director-general of the Board of Deputies of British Jews sent out 
one of the most stupid and politically inept communications ever to be published with 
the Board’s imprimatur. In a letter and enclosure - which I have seen — Neville Nagler 
more or less suggested that, in investigating Jewish charities, the Charity Commis- 
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sion might be pursuing a hidden agenda. Not to put too fine a point on it, Mr Nagler 
implied - I put it no higher — that the commission had some special animus against 
Jewish charities, and in order to better inform himself, he asked recipients of his letter 
to complete and return to him a questionnaire which, had it been drafted by one of my 
first-year political science students, I would have failed outright. 

Mr Nagler’s letter was politically inept on several grounds. Firstly, the letter was 
marked “confidential” — thereby ensuring that it would enjoy a wide circulation. Sec- 
ondly, if the director-general of the Board of Deputies has genuine concerns about 
alleged anti-Jewish prejudice within the Charity Commission, the very last thing he 
should have done was to have committed these to paper, over his signature. Not — 
that is — without a great deal of very solid evidence, of which at the moment there is 
apparently none. 

Mr Nagler’s letter was stupid, because those of us who have investigated Jewish 
charities know that many of them are in a right mess. A dozen years ago, in the course 
of my academic work, I visited the Charity Commission to inspect the annual accounts 
and returns of a large number of Jewish charities. In many cases there were simply no 
accounts to be found. The Charity Commission had itself acted charitably — perhaps 
too charitably — in not chasing this missing paperwork and calling the trustees to ac- 
count for their deeds and misdeeds. 

Sadly, this mess has not yet been cleared up. If you don’t believe me, you can 
check on the Internet via www.charity-commission.gov.uk of - say — the Beth Jacob 
Grammar School for Girls, or the Jewish Secondary Schools Movement, whose accounts 
for 2000-2001 are both marked “overdue.” Or Jews’ College, whose accounts for 1999- 
2000 and 2000-2001 are likewise marked “overdue.” 

The Charity Commission has at last begun to flex its muscles, and is asking pointed 
and highly relevant questions ~ of Jewish and non-Jewish charities — not only about 
missing paperwork but also about the conduct of trustees. United Synagogue presi- 
dent Peter Sheldon may complain that his organisation is “under siege” from the 
commission. But if he and his colleagues have not acted inappropriately, what have 
they to fear? 

Those who volunteer to manage the affairs of charities must ensure that the tax- 
free assets in their care are administered in a manner consistent with the law of the 
land and the objects of the charity in question. Nobody is forced to become a trustee. 
Trustees must think very carefully before they give away the assets of the trust, or use 
them for purposes that might be at variance with its deed of foundation. Ifin doubt, 
don't ~ for God's sake ~ ask a rabbi. Ask the Charity Commission. 


Only one Jewish View? You must be joking 


24 October 2003 


Last month the Chief Rabbi, Dr Jonathan Sacks, addressed the Board of Deputies of 
British Jews. In that address, as the JC reported at the time and as my fellow columnist, 
Anne Karpf, reminded us two weeks ago, Dr Sacks made an impassioned plea. 

He urged us all to recognise the primacy of the Deputies in the affairs of British 
Jewry and the duty incumbent upon alt right-thinking British Jews to take shelter - 
whether they liked it or not — under its benevolent wing. 

The Deputies, Dr Sacks declared, "must be clearly and categorically recognised as 
the one point, the sole point, that defends the interests of the Anglo-Jewish community." 
As if to underline the awesome if not actually prophetic truth of this pronouncement 
Dr Sacks asked his audience to imagine a situation he went out of his way to insist 
was "purely hypothetical". 

Imagine, he said, that two or more Jewish groups with differing views on a particu- 
lar issue lobby a government minister "highly sympathetic to the Jewish community". 
"What is she supposed to do?”, the Chief Rabbi asked: "She now knows that if she helps 
this group she will upset that group. And if she helps that group she is going to offend 
this group ... We will have asked that person to do the impossible. We will have thrust 
her into the most invidious situation than any politician can be placed [in]." 

"This is what happens”, Dr Sacks solemnly admonished, "if the Board is not seen 
as the sole representative of the Anglo-Jewish community to governments." And he 
warned "Don’t weaken the Board by criticising it". 

Coming from the mouth of someone who has written a book (or more accurately 
two variants of the same book) entitled The Dignity of Difference this plea struck me 
as more than a little specious. Not to put too fine a point on it, the plea struck me as 
humbug from beginning to end, reflecting ignorance of how British government actually 
works as well as ignorance of the history of the Deputies — or perhaps a convenient 
unwillingness to confront that history. 

To begin with, government ministers are presented on a daily basis with the "purely 
hypothetical” scenario Dr Sacks so vividly imagined. I am able to say this with some 
degree of certainty as I happen to be the author of a learned monograph on pressure 
groups and the governmental process in Britain. 

One might argue that this is actually what politics is all about - choosing be- 
tween the competing claims of groups in society that have differing views on the same 
issue. That is in part what we pay politicians to do — to choose amongst these claims 
and to take the difficult decisions. 
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This is the bread-and-butter stuff of government. 

Indeed, the civil servants who advise ministers research each and every group that 
ministers might meet. They actually produce highly informative lists of these groups, indi- 
cating which groups are, in their professional judgement, always worthy of a hearing, which 
should sometimes be given a hearing, and which can be safely but politely ignored. 

So if - and I too am speaking purely hypothetically - a government minister 
agrees to see two Jewish groups, we can be sure that the minister has been advised 
professionally, by the minister's professional advisers, that both groups are worthy of 
being given a hearing. 

And that being the case, who is Dr Sacks, or any one else for that matter, to say that 
either group is unworthy of a hearing, or should never have had the audacity to ask for 
a hearing in the first place? 

Let's stop beating about the bush. We all know that over the centuries the Deputies 
have repeatedly tried to insist that they and they alone have the right to be heard by 
government. And we all know that over the centuries successive governments of very 
different political persuasions have brushed aside this self-serving posturing. 

In 1845 Moses Montefiore (the strictly orthodox President of the Deputies) and 
Isaac Lyon Goldsmid (a founder of the West London Reform Synagogue) led rival depu- 
tations to the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel, on the issue of political emancipation. 

In 1916-17 Zionists, anti-Zionists and non-Zionists all lobbied Whitehall over the 
future of Jewish settlement in Palestine. 

In 1943 the Deputies did succeed in sabotaging an attempt by Rabbi Solomon 
Schonfeld (Chief Rabbi Hertz’s son-in-law) to persuade the House of Commons to pass 
a motion calling on Dominion governments to shelter Holocaust refugees. 

The then President of the Deputies, Selig Brodetsky, subsequently wrote to the 
JC (5 February 1943) to defend what the Deputies had done. He explained that any 
challenge from within British Jewry to the claim of the Deputies to have an exclusive 
right of audience with the British government had to be resisted, “however well- 
intentioned.” 

On 2 March 1988 I happened to be interviewing the then President of the Deputies, 
Dr Lionel Kopelowitz. “There’s got to be a Jewish view at the end of the day”, he 
thundered, “there can’t be two Jewish views or three Jewish views.” 

Tam bound to ask now, as I asked then, why not. And I am bound to conclude 
that an insistence of the Board of Deputies that it and it alone has the right to be 
heard is an unmitigated chutzpah. 


Joint statement that’s not so joint 


17 March 2006 


On February 22, a most bizarre “joint statement” was issued by the Department for 
Education and Skills and nine individuals who were said to represent the leading 
religious communities in the United Kingdom. 

At the top of this list - presumably because “Catholic” comes before “Church of 
England” — was Cardinal Cormac Murphy O'Connor, head of the Roman Catholic Church 
in England. Then came the Bishop of Portsmouth on behalf of the Anglican Church. 
Further down the list were representatives of the Buddhists, the Free Churches, the UK 
Hindu Council, the Methodists, and the Network of Sikh Organisations. Also on the list 
was the name of Sir Iqbal Sacranie, of the Muslim Council of Britain, to which I shall 
return in due course. 

But the name that really caught my eye was that of Mr Jon Benjamin, representing 
the Board of Deputies of British Jews. 

In October 2004, the DfES published the first-ever National Framework for Reli- 
gious Education. That framework is non-statutory. Nonetheless, behind the scenes 
the government has been working hard to get the leaders of the major faith groups 
in the UK to sign up to one of its central themes, namely that, in all taxpayer-funded 
faith schools, pupils should learn about other religions. And so, after months of ne- 
gotiation, the joint statement was launched, binding its signatories to the view that 
“schools with a religious designation should teach not only their own faith but also 
an awareness of the tenets of other faiths.” 

On the face of it, no one could possibly object to these carefully crafted words. It 
is surely right for pupils in publicly assisted faith schools (I am thinking primarily of 
the 30 state-maintained Jewish schools) to be made aware of the fact that Britain is 
not a Jewish state and that the majority of British people, if they profess any religion 
at all, profess religions other than Judaism in its various branches. 

Many, if not most, of you reading this column might also agree that pupils should 
know something - in superficial outline that falls deliberately short of anything re- 
motely resembling systematic theology — about these other religions. 

But there are several deeply troubling aspects to this otherwise innocuous initiative. 
To begin with, the Board of Deputies is not a religious body. Nor does it represent 
the totality of British Jewry. Its writ does not run in Gateshead, or in parts of Jewish 
Barnet, Jewish Hackney, and Jewish Manchester. And even where its writ does run, it 
is obliged to seek the guidance of its ecclesiastical authorities, the spiritual head 
of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews (Rabbi Dr Abraham Levy) and the Chief Rabbi 
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of the United Hebrew Congregations, Rabbi Professor Sir Jonathan Sacks. It is also 
obliged to consult the religious heads of congregations not recognising the authority 
of either of these two gentlemen. 

Well, for starters, I can tell you that Dr Levy was never asked for his views on the 
matter of the joint statement. Nor was the religious head of my congregation (the 
Federation of Synagogues), Dayan Y. Y. Lichtenstein, ever consulted about it. 

This is a pity, not least because Dayan Lichtenstein has some interesting views, 
strictly grounded, as you might expect, in halachah, on the extent to which Jewish 
children can be taught about other religions. He believes, for instance, that they can 
be taught something about the beliefs of Istam, but not about Christianity, which in 
his view falls within avodah zorah — idol worship. 

And I have to ask what Mr Benjamin’s signature was doing on the joint statement. 
Why didn’t the statement contain the name of Sir Jonathan Sacks (assuming he 
agreed with its contents)? What about the religious heads of the Reform movement, 
the Liberals and the Masorti? Were they consulted? And, if so, why didn’t their 
names appear? 

I turn now to a name that did appear, that of Iqbal Sacranie, secretary-general of 
the Mustim Council of Britain. Just like the Board of Deputies, the MCB is not a religious 
organisation. Cardinal Cormac Murphy O'Connor may be able, in an ecclesiastical sense, 
to speak for and on behalf of all the Roman Catholics in the UK. Sir Iqbal cannot speak, 
in an ecclesiastical sense, for British Muslims, let alone bind them to any particular 
religious imperative. 

Had the joint statement included the authorised signatories of, say, the Lancashire 
or Bradford Council of Mosques, or the Islamic Sharia Council of the UK, I might have 
been inclined to take it seriously. As it is, it is not worth the paper it is printed on. 


The Board, a true history 


23 March 2007 


The Board of Deputies is commissioning a new history of itself as part of the celebrations 
it intends to hold in three years’ time to mark the 250th anniversary of its foundation. 
For those of you who cannot wait that long, I have decided to offer now a “reduced” 
version of this history. So, if you're sitting uncomfortably, TIl begin. 


1760: The London Committee of Deputies of British Jews was established following 
the embarrassment of two separate loyal addresses to King George III — one from the 
Sephardim and the other from the Ashkenazim. 


1802-1828: The Committee had the good sense to meet infrequently. There was a 
meeting in 1812, followed by one in 1817 and others in 1820 and 1828. 


1830-1858: The Committee played no part of any importance in the struggle for the 
political emancipation of the Jews. The pace of this struggle was set by the Reform 
Jew Isaac Lyon Goldsmid (who in 1845 led a rival deputation to Prime Minister Robert 
Peel), and the nominally Orthodox Ashkenazim Lionel de Rothschild and Sir David 
Salomons. In 1851, Salomons became the first professing Jew to sit in the House of 
Commons. The then president of the Deputies, Sir Moses Montefiore, made it clear that 
he was more interested in keeping Reformers out of the Deputies than in furthering 
the civil liberties of British Jews. 


1886: Following Montefiore’s death the previous year, the first Reformers (Sir Julian 
Goldsmid and Sir Phillip Magnus) entered the Deputies. 


1881-1913: The Committee was reluctant to take any public stand against the per- 
secution of Jews in Russia — for instance at the time of the Kishineff pogrom in 1903. 
It refused to condemn the principle of the legislation that became the Aliens Act 
(1905), designed to keep poor Jewish migrants out of the British Isles. The synagogues 
that these migrants established were denied representation on the Committee (a policy 
not abandoned until 1919). 


1913: The Committee changed its name to Board. 
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1914-18: The Board refused to take up cases of Jewish conscientious objectors during 
the Great War. In 1917, the Board’s president, David Alexander, signed an infamous 
anti-Zionist letter to The Times. 


1918-39: The Board accepted the view that Jews were a major cause of antisemitism. 
In 1920, the Board acquiesced to a new London County Council policy discriminating 
against aliens who wished to teach in LCC schools. In 1923, the Board declined to 
conduct a campaign against new housing regulations promulgated by the LCC, the 
intention and effect of which was to discriminate against foreign-born Jews in the 
allocation of units on LCC housing estates. Under the leadership of the barrister 
Neville Laski (president, 1933-40), the Board established a Defence Committee, the 
major purpose of which was to deal with what the Committee itself was pleased to 
call “the internal causes of antisemitism”. “Not a day goes by,” the Defence Commit- 
tee’s chairman wrote in November 1938, “without antisemitism being created by Jews 
themselves.” Up and down the land the Board established “Vigilance Committees” to 
investigate complaints against Jewish landlords, Jewish traders, Jewish employ- 
ers and Jewish refugees. 


The Board and Nazism: Following Hitler's accession to power in 1933 and the prom- 
ulgation of the Nuremberg Laws (1935), the Board refused to endorse an economic 
boycott of Nazi Germany and opposed any public demonstration of opposition to 
Nazism. This policy was only abandoned following the Kristallnacht pogroms, in late 
1938. The Board enthusiastically supported the policy of successive British govern- 
ments in making certain that as few refugees from Nazism as possible were able to 
enter the UK. In 1940, the Board bribed the Yiddish newspaper Di Tsait to ensure that 
it ceased criticising Board policy. In 1943, the Board deliberately sabotaged the 
efforts of Rabbi Dr Solomon Schonfeld to mobilise parliamentary support for his 
efforts to rescue Jews from Nazi-controlled Europe. 


Post-War — fighting for the Rights of Jews Worldwide: In 1956, the Board supported 
its president, Labour MP Barnett Janner, who declined to endorse the Israeli invasion 
of the Sinai peninsula. In 1976, the Board refused an offer from the government 
to specifically include mention of Jews in the Race Relations Act. Between 1987 
and 1990, the Board declined to oppose government policy that would have brought 
shechita to an end in this country. And we might note that throughout this period, the 
burden of opposing Soviet persecution of Jews was borne by groups outside the Board 
rather than by the Board itself. 


Overall Conclusion: Could have done better, eh? 


A seasonal game of follow my leader 


25 March 2005 


The Jewish Community Leadership Council was established in October 2003 on the 
initiative of Board of Deputies president, Henry Grunwald. An explanatory note 
circulated at the time said its work would involve “strengthening the voice of British 
Jewry in the wider society and setting internal priorities for the community.” Founder 
members of the council included the United Synagogue, the Reform Synagogues of 
Great Britain, the United Jewish Israel Appeal, Jewish Care, the Spanish and Portuguese 
Jews’ Congregation, the Union of Jewish Students, the Community Security Trust and 
the Manchester Jewish Representative Council. Some very influential people were 
appointed in a personal capacity, to wit: Lords Greville Janner, Michael Levy and David 
Young; Dames Ruth Deech and Ruth Robins, and Sirs Ronald Cohen and Trevor Chinn. 

The council suffered an early setback when plain Mr Michael Howard, a member 
of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue, became leader of the Tory party. It was hurriedly 
deemed prudent to invite the Liberal Jewish movement to join the council to prevent 
a broiges from breaking out. Liberal Judaism chairman David Pick commented: “We're 
pleased to have been invited to join. We feel it’s our rightful place as a significant 
section of British Jewry.” (Well said, David). 

More recently, its membership leapt to 20 when leaders of three other com- 
munal organisations, Gail Seal (JNF), Michael Teacher (Norwood) and Nigel Layton 
(World Jewish Relief) were invited on board. “The JCLC is an illustrious body and I'm 
thrilled they consider the JNF important enough to join,” declared Mrs Seal. (Well 
said, Gail). 

But what does the JCLC (now simply the JLC) actually do? Well, now we can find out 
because, in a new spirit of openness and accountability, the council has announced it 
is making publicly available the minutes of all its meetings. It is my privilege to present 
a selection of these, chosen by me at random from the voluminous documentation now 
(as I say) fully available for public scrutiny. 


Founding Meeting, October 2003 

The Chair explained that he had called the meeting as he was finding great difficulty 
in stamping his authority on Anglo-Jewry, and being recognised by Downing Street as 
its most important lay leader, merely by being head of its “fully representative” body. 
While it was of course true (and went without saying) that the Board of Deputies was 
— as its website proclaims — “fully representative,” it had occurred to him that it might 
not, in fact, be “fully representative” enough. 
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It was all very well the Board being “fully representative” but there were degrees 
of representativeness - were there not? (Shouts of “hear, hear!” from sundry par- 
ticipants.) Why, some of the most important and influential people in Angto-Jewn 
would not touch the Board with a barge-pole. (Shouts of “hear, hear!” from sunan 
participants.) 

He had therefore decided to strengthen the “fully representative” character of the 
Board by creating an entirely separate body, composed in the main of communal ma- 
chers who could not be expected to lower themselves by what he believed was termed 
“running for office” but whose wealth and influence fully entitled them to believe 
that they could order the affairs of Anglo-Jewry whether Anglo-Jews liked it or not. 
(Shouts of “hear hear!” from sundry participants.) 


Emergency Meeting, December 2003 

The Chair explained that he had called the meeting following confirmation of rumours 
that Mr Michael Howard had been elected Conservative Party Leader. Mr Howard was a 
member of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue. Although (the Chair continued) there was 
not a chance in hell of Mr Howard ever occupying 10 Downing Street the geyim might 
think it odd that the head of the Liberals had not been invited to take up membership 
of the council. He therefore deemed it prudent to extend such an invitation. 

A member asked whether the council might not run the nsk of alienating the 
strictly Orthodox sections of Anglo-Jewry in the event of such an invitation being 
extended. The Chair ruled this intervention out of order on the grounds that it was 
provocative. He added that the fact that the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations 
was not in membership of the Board of Deputies had never impaired the Board's “fully 
representative” character. (Shouts of “hear, hear!” from sundry participants.) 

On a show of hands, it was decided nem.con that shows of hands were not what 
was wanted at the council, and the lay head of the Liberals was sure to say nice things 
about the council once the invitation to join was extended to him. 


Meeting of the Finance Committee, undated 

The Chair said that Geoffrey Alderman, an awkward so-and-so if ever there was one, 
was going round asking typically awkward questions about where the council got its 
money from. The fact that council members included Lord Levy (aka “Mr Cashpoint”), 
Sir Ronald Cohen (chairman of Apax investment managers) and Sir Trevor Chinn (head 
of Lex Services), and that these three entrepreneurs had all given money to the Blair- 
led Labour party, spoke for itself. 


What did Alderman think the council was? A Purim spiel? (Shouts of “hear hear!” 
from sundry participants.) 


I 


BRITISH JEWS 
and BRITISH 
POLITICS 
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he interface between British Jews and the British political system has been an 
T academic preoccupation of mine for the better part of forty years. My monograph 
The Jewish Community in British Politics (Oxford, 1983) drew heavily on the Jewish 
Chronicle archive, and in my JC column I have naturally returned to this subject when 
the occasion has seemed to warrant it. 

The Conservative party has been the natural political home for most British Jews 
since the end of the second world war. Indeed, we too often forget now how very popular 
Conservative politics were with British Jews in the late 19t" and early 20t" centuries. It 
is true that the Tories passed the Aliens Act (1905) to keep poor, Yiddish-speaking Jews 
out of Britain. But the Anglo-Jewish establishment by and large supported this legisla- 
tion. The governments of Lord Salisbury (1895 - 1902) and his nephew A. J. Balfour 
(1902 — 5) supported the use of taxpayers’ money to fund ‘faith’ schools; this infuriated 
Nonconformists but delighted the Jews. 

In 1918 the Lloyd George government promoted a far-reaching piece of electoral 
reform which, inter alia, enfranchised the vast majority of urban working-class males 
and, at the same time, abolished the former denial of voting rights to those in receipt 
of public poor relief. It is impossible to envisage the rise of the Labour party had this 
reform not been enacted. The reform had the effect of bestowing political influence on 
a new, British-born generation of Jewish urban workers, most of whom supported the 
Labour party and some of whom supported the Communists. 

This ‘love affair; with the Left was of strictly limited duration (roughly 1918 to 1950 
or thereabout). In its heyday there is no denying that it made for powerful political 
leverage. But, as I pointed out in my column of 30 August 2002, the Anglo-Jewish pro- 
letariat never saw the Left as its natural political home. The Jews were upwardly mobile. 
And as they moved out of the inner-city slums and into the suburbs, as they ceased to 
pay rent and instead purchased homes that they really could call their own, they in- 
evitably drifted to the political right. 

The question is often asked why British Jews moved towards the Conservatives whilst 
in the United States of America the Jews have, in general, stayed with the Democrats. 
Had the Democrats espoused anti-Zionism as the British Labour movement did in the 
1970s and 1980s, America’s Jewish voters might now well be firmly ensconced in the Re- 
publican camp. Of course this did not happen. But, in the UK, the effect of Labour's anti- 
Zionism was - demonstrably — to boost the exit velocity of Jews from Labour politics. 

The Conservatives, meanwhile, had buried their former distrust of Jews and Judaism. 
In the Partiament elected in 1945 there was no Jewish MP who was a member of the 
Conservative party. But during the 1950s and 1960s the phenomenon of the Jewish Tory 
MP re-emerged. When Mrs Thatcher became leader of the party (1975) it found that it 
had at its head a pronounced philo-Semite. As Prime Minister (1979 - 90) she promoted 
more Jews to Cabinet office than any other, before or since. One of these was Michael 


Howard, whose election as leader of the Conservatives in 2003 was a moment of deep 
historical significance for British Jewry. In my column of 7 November 2003 I reflected 
on this significance, but also on another — that Mr Howard was no ‘closet’ Jew: he was 
-andis — in fact a member of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue. As I predicted, this had im- 
portant repercussions for the status of Liberal Judaism within Anglo-Jewish society. The 
Liberal Jewish Synagogue, having been initially excluded from the Jewish Leadership 
Council (see my column of 25 March 2005, in Chapter I), was soon invited to join it. 

Michael Howard's willingness to profess his Judaism — indeed during his tenure of 
the Tory leadership (November 2003 - December 2005) he spoke of it very openly — led 
me to reflect, in the JC, on those British Jews who, in public life, have chosen to conceal 
their Jewish identity. In my column of 20 August 2004 I reflected, in this context, on 
the life of Sir Horace Phillips, a career diplomat who had had the courage not to abandon 
his Jewish identity (quite the reverse) even though it damaged his career prospects. 

As the parliamentary election of 2005 approached there was much talk in the British 
media of the damage that might be done to the ruling Labour government - then led by 
Tony Blair — as a result of ‘tactical voting’ by Muslim voters angry with Mr Blairs having 
supported the American-led invasion of Iraq (2003) to topple the genocidal government 
of Saddam Hussein. To counter this possibility (perhaps as many as 20 Labour seats were 
at risk in this way) a number of political concessions were made to soothe Muslim sus- 
ceptibilities; Muslim voters, meanwhile, began to organise themselves as never before. 

But the Jewish vote remained — and was to remain — largely unorganised (column 
of 11 March 2005). This remained the case even as some Labour enthusiasts tried - 
apparently — to exploit Michael Howard’s Jewishness in a negative way (column of 8 
April 2005). 

When the May 2005 election was held, Tony Blair was returned as Prime Minister, 
but with a reduced majority. In my analysis of this election (column of 13 May 2005) 
I drew attention to some disturbing features of the poll: the low turnout; the loss of 
seats by Blairite ‘moderates’; the rise of the British National Party; and the fact that in 
some constituencies the ‘Jewishness’ (real or imagined) of a candidate itself became 
an election issue. But what even I did not foresee was that Mr Blair himself was soon 
to leave the British political stage, and that a major source of the internal pressures 
that led him to resign office so soon after Labour's historic third successive election 
victory was his personal support for Israel at the time of the Hizbollah War (column 
of 29 September 2006). | 

During his time in Downing Street Mr Blair's closest confidant, whom he promoted 


1. My analysis of Mr Blairs downfall was challenged by some Labour stalwarts at the time, but was 
subsequently confirmed by Mr Blairs Cabinet colleague, Mr Jack Straw, in an interview published in 
the Jewish Chronicle of 8 March 2007. 


3] 


32 


to the House of Lords, was the Jewish businessman and philanthropist Michael Levy, 
with whom I was at school and who is a personal friend. The relationship between 
Mr Blair and Lord Levy gave rise to much ill-informed and brutally prejudiced news- 
paper speculation, more particularly at the time of the so-called “Cash for Honours” 
scandal. On 18 May 2007 I devoted my column to an explanation of the debt that 
Mr Blairs “New Labour” ideology owed to British-Jewish values, and I pointed out 
exactly how Lord Levy had assisted Mr Blair in severing the links with “the self- 
appointed Marxist guardians of Labour's socialist past.” In due course Lord Levy 
published a political memoir chronicling his Downing Street years. Some Jewish 
Labour stalwart’s attacked him for this. I defended his right to tell his side of the 
story (column of 9 May 2008). 

The 150th anniversary of the passage of the Jewish Relief Act (1858), which en- 
abled professing Jews to take their seats in the House of Commons was marked in 
various ways. I did so by devoting a column (25 July 2008) to the two hundred or so 
individuals of the Jewish persuasion who had become elected Members of Parliament 
since that enactment. I lamented the fact that so very few of them had seen fit to use 
the privilege of their position for the defence of Jewish interests. 


Labouring under an old misapprehension 


30 August 2002 


There are some things just not worth getting worked up about. I submit that the epidemic 
of anti-Israeli motions apparently threatened at next month's annual conference of 
the Trades Union Congress is eminently worthy of inclusion in this category. 

The TUC has rarely if ever “represented” more than half the British workforce. As 
the last vestiges of the Victorian smokestack industries have been consigned to the 
museums and the heritage centres, to be replaced by high-tech, non-labour-intensive 
service industries, the TUC has found itself increasingly peripheralised within the Brit- 
ish political process. Moreover, the Blairite take-over of the Labour Party has meant 
that trade-union members who pay “the political levy” now find that they are support- 
ing a government following a broadly Thatcherite political agenda. 

The Labour Party grew out of the bowels of the trade-union movement. In a real 
sense, it was designed to be the TUC’s political arm, and many of its supporters still 
delude themselves that, whenever Labour is in office, power is somehow shared between 
Downing Street and Congress House. Whether this has actually ever been the case is 
a subject upon which many learned tomes have been written. The point is, fans of the 
TUC like to suppose that it was once true. 

Well it has certainly not been true since Labour returned to power in 1997. 

On very few matters has the trade-union movement got its way. No nationalisation; 
no reversal of Thatcherite industrial-relations legislation; an ailing National Health 
Service which is having to rely on the private sector to cut waiting-lists; no restoration 
of the link between state pensions and average earnings. 

Yes, there’s a lot for socialist ideologues to be angry about, and the TUC is in an 
angry mood. Activists are looking for ways of grabbing the headlines, and embarrassing 
the government into the bargain. A motion calling for an official trade boycott of 
Israel would certainly fulfil these needs. 

Other factors need to be borne in mind. The first is that there is a long history of 
trade-union bias against Jews in this country. A century ago, the TUC was playing an 
active part in agitating for legislation (eventually passed in 1905) to keep Jewish 
workers out of Britain. 

During the inter-war period, it was to the Communist Party that Jews turned to 
take up their domestic grievances and assist them in the fight against Fascism. The 
Anglo-Jewish proletariat differed from the mass of British workers in that it saw itself as 
upwardly mobile. In other words, it had ambition, which the British manual working- 
classes in general did not have and (to be frank) have never had. As quickly as they 


33 


34 


could, your parents and mine moved away from the inner-city slums and into middle- 
class suburbia. This transformation, well under way by 1945, was practically com- 
plete by 1970. In the process, former links with the genuine British proletanat were 
easily broken. 

To all this we must add the long-term opposition of “the left” to the notion of 
Jewish nationhood and to the concept of a Jewish state. The left saw the Balfour 
Declaration as an instrument of British imperialism. 

Insofar as the British Labour movement supported the declaration, this support 
was based on the view that its iogical end-result was a bi-national state in western 
Palestine. Genuine sympathy for the victims of the Nazi Holocaust, and the “socialism” 
of the early Israeli governments, temporarily obscured this view. 

However, by the time of Suez (1956) it was once more in the ascendant. It is worth 
remembering that even Jewish left-wing Labour MPs, such as Maurice Orbach, did not 
break with the policy of the post-war Labour government, which was to deny and 
frustrate Jewish demands to settle in Palestine. In 1956, the only Jewish Labour MP 
to support Israel was Manny Shinwell, from the safety of Australia. 

In brief, the mass of British Jewry now has little in common with the historic 
Labour Party and even less in common with the trade-union movement. It is also 
worth noting that the ranks of that movement have been swollen by Britons of Afro- 
Caribbean and Asian origin, not many of whom are likely to be Zionists or to have any 
particular sympathy for the Jewish state. 

All in all, therefore, I would have been surprised - nay astonished — had there 
not been a spate of anti-Israel motions pushed on to next month’s TUC agenda. And 
I admit that some of these motions may well be passed. So what? They will have no 
effect on the policy of Mr Blair's government. Nor I think will they have much effect 
on the day-to-day conduct of the trade-union rank-and-file. The apparatchiks of the 
Fire Brigade’s Union may support a boycott of Israeli goods. But FBU members will still 
buy Israeli oranges and grapefruit. 

What does upset me is the amount of attention the TUC conference is going to get 
from Israeli and Anglo-Jewish leaders, some of whom should know better. 

The pre-conference meeting reportedly planned between Israel's ambassador to 
the UK and the TUC general secretary - and the “lobby” which the Board of Deputies 
is said to be planning of trade-union leaders — will be a waste of time and effort. 


Indeed, they are likely to serve only to instil in the TUC an inflated sense of its 
own importance. 


Why Tory success will get Liberals going 


7 November 2003 


By the time you read this, barring some last-minute hitch, Michael Howard will have 
been elected leader of the Conservative Party. I certainly have no wish to add to the 
avalanche of analysis to which we've all been subjected on this issue. Instead, I want 
to concentrate on an aspect of Mr Howard's election which has gone almost totally 
unreported and which has hitherto escaped serious comment of any sort. 

I'm not talking about Michael Howard the Jew. There has, in fact, been a great deal 
of positive reporting of Howard's Jewish background, his parentage and grand parentage, 
the fact that one of his grandmothers perished in Auschwitz, and that his mother is, 
by all accounts, an enthusiastic member of Stanmore United Synagogue. 

Howard, like his 19”-century Jewish predecessor Benjamin Disraeli, married out 
of the faith. But the difference ends there. Disraeli (who never denied or sought to 
conceal his Jewish origins), having been baptised as a child, had left the Jewish fold 
long before embarking on a career which took him to 10 Downing Street. Howard has, 
so to speak, remained within the fold. 

Michael Howard will be the first professing Jew to become Tory leader. The 
symbolic significance of this should not be underestimated. For a very long time (I 
am thinking in terms of centuries rather than decades) the Conservative Party 
harboured a deep-seated suspicion of, and prejudice against, those of the Jewish 
faith or of Jewish origins. 

Disraeli emerged as by far the ablest Tory politician of his generation following 
the split in the party over free trade in 1846. But it took 20 years for rank-and-file 
Tories to bring themselves to accept him as their leader — in spite of the fact that he 
was a card-carrying Anglican, and Queen Victoria's favourite politician to boot. This 
suspicion and prejudice, though they may linger here and there, have been cast out of 
mainstream Tory politics. Whether or not you are a Tory, that has to be good news. 

Mr Howard is a professing Jew. The Judaism that he professes is Liberal Judaism. 
He is a member of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue, St John’s Wood. And it matters not 
a jot what my view of Liberal Judaism is, or what your view is. It matters not a jot 
whether the readers of the Jewish Tribune regard Liberal Judaism as a contradiction 
in terms and refuse to recognise its religious leaders as rabbis. It is of no importance 
that the membership of the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations thinks of the 
Liberal Jewish Synagogue as a multiple heresy or a joke in very bad taste. 

What does matter — mark these words carefully - is that a professing member of 
the Liberal Jewish Synagogue will have been elected to lead one of the major political 
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parties of the UK. What does matter, and what might matter a great deal more, is that 
this person, this Liberal Jew, might become Prime Minister. 

Liberal Judaism in Britain is round about 100 years old. It was born out of an alliance 
between the gentleman scholar Claude Goldsmid Montefiore and the rebellious daughter 
of the founder of the Federation of Synagogues, Lily Montagu. It grew to maturity in 
the conviction that Reform Judaism had lost its way and that what was needed was a 
genuinely radical alternative to Orthodoxy. 

It has had to fight for its place within the organisational structure of British 
Jewry. For a long time, the Board of Deputies refused to bestow even consultative 
status on its religious leaders. In 1948, the Liberals walked out of the Board. The issue 
continued to fester until, in an historic compromise in 1971, the religious leaders of 
groups not recognising the authority of the Chief Rabbi or the spiritual head of the 
Spanish and Portuguese Jews were given the nght to be consulted on matters relating 
to them and their congregants. 

Does any JC reader suppose that the Liberals will tolerate for very much longer 
a situation in which one of their number can become Leader of Her Majesty's Op- 
position let alone Prime Minister - while they enjoy only second-class status among 
the deputies? 

I certainly do not. And in this connection I draw your attention to a most significant 
debate that took place in the House of Lords on October 22, when a number of peers 
(Jewish and non-Jewish) questioned the fact that the Chief Rabbi was the only Jewish 
member of a committee established to identify ways in which “faith communities” 
might be consulted on policy making. “How is it that the Chief Rabbi has been 
selected to represent Jewry,” asked the Anglican Lord Smith of Clifton, “when he can- 
not speak for Liberal or Reform Jewry?” 

Whatever your religious inclinations, you've got to admit that Lord Smith asked 
a fair question. On October 22, the government fumbled for an answer. Believe me, 
it will not fumble if Michael Howard, the Liberal Jew, is in occupancy of 10 Downing 
Street. The Liberals, the Progressives, the Reformers will demand and get their seats 
at the top table. 

Meanwhile, Board of Deputies president Henry Grunwald must be deeply regretting 
his decision not to include Liberal Judaism on his much-vaunted Jewish Community 
Leadership Council. 

A communal revolution may be in the offing. 


The self-confident and the self-hating 


20 August 2004 


In 1983, I published a book tracing the history of the involvement of British Jews 
in the British political process. I was interested in how Jewish voting habits had 
changed, how Jews had entered British politics in the Westminster sense, and the 
extent (if any) to which Jewish identity had influenced the political behaviour of 
Jews in this country. 

What saddened me were instances of Jews who had contrived to conceal their 
Jewishness, as if this was something to be ashamed of or which, if made public for all 
the world to know, might (so the calculation went) damage their political prospects. 
Benjamin Disraeli, to his eternal credit, though baptised as a youngster, never for one 
moment denied his Jewish origins. On the contrary, he paraded them as a singular 
virtue. Alas, this is not true of all Jewish Members of Parliament. 

When my book was published, I was made aware of the fact that at least one MP 
then living had disapproved of my including his name in my carefully researched lists 
of Jewish MPs, even though he did not deny that he was Jewish. Some of my academic 
colleagues argued that he was right, and that I had a duty to respect his wishes. If he 
did not wish to be known as a Jewish MP, who was I to determine otherwise? 

I did not — and still do not - agree with them. But before I tell you why, I want to 
refer you to the death earlier this year of a man who was not in the least bit afraid to 
reveal his Jewish identity, or put out at having this identity revealed, even though his 
career suffered as a result. The good Jew to whom I am referring is Sir Horace Phillips, 
who died last March aged 86. 

Horace Phillips, born in Glasgow in 1917, was the grandson of Jewish immigrants 
from eastern Europe. He was brought up in an Orthodox household, where study of 
the Talmud was obligatory. He worshipped at and became a member of the Garnethill 
Synagogue. 

Phillips’ family was too poor to send him to university. He joined the Inland Revenue 
as a lowly clerical officer. But, during the Second World War, his flair for languages was 
noted. In 1947, he joined the Foreign Office, becoming Her Majesty's ambassador to 
Indonesia in 1966. 

Two years later, perhaps because of his fluency in Arabic, and the fact that he had 
served as a senior member of the British Embassy in Jeddah during the 1950s, he was 
chosen to be the UK ambassador to Saudi Arabia. 

When news of this appointment broke, the JC naturally commented on his Jewish 
identity - whereupon King Faisal withdrew his approval of the appointment. 
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At the time, there was a great deal of criticism of what the JC had done. Surely (it 
was argued), Phillips’ Jewishness was a private matter, and no business of the JC or, for 
that matter, anyone else. In any case, wasn’t Phillips an ‘x-Jew,’ or, at the very most, a 
‘non-practising’ Jew? 

This was very far from being the view of Phillips himself. In a moving letter, writ- 
ten in 1980 to the Daily Telegraph and made public only after his death, Phillips asked 
that if, at the appropriate time, an obituary of him was published, the point should be 
made that he was neither an ex-Jew nor a non-practising Jew. 

“The fact is,” he wrote, “that I have always been a practising Jew, and am to this 
day a member of the Garnethill Synagogue in Glasgow, where I was brought up in 
the tradition.” 

There are a number of aspects to this affair that merit further investigation. For in- 
stance, why did the British government pander to the anti-Jewish prejudices of Saudi 
Arabia (and why does it still do so)? I have on previous occasions drawn attention 
to the difficulties facing Jews who seek employment in Saudi Arabia. So, are candidates 
for jobs in the diplomatic service told that, if they are, or are found to be, Jewish, they 
should expect to be discriminated against? And that the British government will never 
raise its voice in protest? 

Phillips was a career diplomat. But he was also a lifelong Jew. And, when push 
came to shove, he put his Jewishness above his career. 

This approach stands in stark contrast to that of a number of Jews and Jewesses 
I met as a student at Oxford, and in my subsequent academic career, who kept their 
Jewish roots a closely guarded secret, as if these were a blemish, something to be 
embarrassed about and hidden from public view. What was worse, some of these indi- 
viduals took delight in espousing views which, mainly for appearances’ sake, were not 
the views one would normally associate with self-confident British Jews. 

It was with this very much in mind that I determined, in 1983, to name Jewish 
politicians who would rather I had not named them. I have, if you like, an intellectual 
fascination with self-hating Jews. And that is why I am delighted to be able to eulogise 
the life of Horace Phillips, a supremely self-confident one. 


Voting tactics can have a moral basis 


11 March 2005 


There's no mistaking it. All the signs and portents are there. A General Election is 
around the corner. 

In most democracies, parliamentary or presidential elections must be held at fixed 
intervals. But in the UK a general parliamentary election can, within certain limits, be 
held at any reasonable time of the Prime Minister's choosing, provided that it takes 
place no later than five years after the last election. 

So the next General Election must be held no later than June next year. However, 
the nearer we get to that date, the more constricted is the freedom of the Prime Minister 
to “go to the country” at a time of his choosing. 

Those close to Tony Blair now insist that some time in May this year, probably May 
5, is the date most favoured in Downing Street for the next appeal to the voters. As if 
to confirm this view, the political parties are switching themselves to election mode. 
The political leaders are out and about, meeting “ordinary” people and making sure 
that every photo-opportunity is exploited. The political mud-slinging is ap- 
proaching fever pitch. 

Another sign that the election season is fast approaching is the frantic activity to 
be observed among all manner of pressure groups and tobbies. And, as someone with 
a professional interest in the role of such sectional alliances in the political process, 
I have been keeping a weather eye on the comings and goings of a number of these 
groups, including the animal-welfare mongers, the anti-immigrant brigades, and the 
British Muslim communities. And, in relation to the Muslims, I have to say how im- 
pressed I am as I survey their persistence — and their professionalism — in making 
themselves and their concerns known to local politicians. 

It is now acknowledged that the Muslim vote could - if it is sensibly organised — 
make a difference to the electoral outcome in 20 or so constituencies currently held 
by Labour. That may not sound a great many. But remember that 20 seats lost by 
Labour at the next election would reduce their parliamentary majority by 40. 

Granted that, in the context of Labour's 2001 parliamentary majority (167 seats), 
a loss of 40 seats would still see Mr Blair returned comfortably to 10 Downing Street. 
The fact is, however, that the broad trend of all the opinion polls (and it is the broad 
trend that is important, not just any one poll) points towards a much closer contest 
than was imaginable a year ago. 

Labour cannot afford a 40-seat deficit on account of Muslim disaffection. And 
the Muslims know this, and are exploiting it for all it is worth. That is why Labour MPs 
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support the criminalisation of incitement to religious hatred - even though they admit 
privately that the law is probably unworkable. That is why taxpayers’ money now funds 
medical assistance for Muslims undergoing the obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca. 

That is why Tony Blair - and the leaders of other political parties - moved swiftly 
to publicly disabuse the Farm Animal Welfare Council of any delusion that its demand 
for an end to religious slaughter of food animals would be granted. Shechitah is safe 
(for the moment) because hala! is safe. 

Where does that leave the Jewish vote? Or, more correctly, where does that leave 
Jewish voters? There was a time — older JC readers may remember it — when rabbis 
had no hesitation in endorsing candidates at both parliamentary and local elections, 
and when candidates in constituencies with a significant Jewish presence were most 
anxious to obtain such public endorsement. 

That practice has almost died the death. I think it should be revived. 

There was a time when Jewish newspapers — including this one ~ urged their read- 
ers to use their voting muscle to reward named candidates and parties that were per- 
ceived as supporting Jewish interests, and to punish candidates and parties that were 
perceived as lacking in Jewish sympathy. That practice has almost died the death, too. 
I think it should be revived. 

I think these practices should be revived because, as Jewish citizens of the UK, 
we have a right to advance and promote our own sectional interests. That is what 
democracy is all about. 

It matters not that the Jewish vote is much less numerous than the Muslim vote. 
As I survey the list of marginal Labour seats I can see several (Southgate, Finchley, 
Ilford North, Hove, Brent North) where the impact of a thousand or so Jewish voters 
could make a difference. The Tories, for their part, will certainly not wish to lose Chip- 
ping Barnet or Hertsmere. 

You may say to me that, in constituencies like these, the sitting MPs — Labour or 
Conservative — are already sympathetic to Jewish interests. That may be so. But even 
these MPs should not be left in any doubt that what matters, ultimately, are not so 
much their own views as the policies of the political parties to which they belong. 

So complete was the Tory defeat in 2001 that, even if Labour came third in terms 
of votes next time round, most experts agree that Tony Blair would still have a 
parliamentary majority. 

But, in a democracy, there is such a thing as a moral legitimacy as well as a 
numerical preponderance. British Muslims have been quick to recognise this. British 
Jews need to rediscover its essential truth. 


Pernicious pits of popular prejudice 


8 April 2005 


Over the past few weeks, contributors to the JC — regular columnists and letter-writers 
- have been understandably preoccupied with discussion of the extent to which the 
Labour Party (whose leaders will probably continue to rule this country for the next 
half-decade) might be regarded as harbouring and fostering what I shall, for the sake 
of argument, term an institutionalised prejudice against Jews. 

I especially have in mind the discussion of two posters (now withdrawn) that Labour 
had commissioned, depicting Michael Howard (the first professing Jew to lead the 
Conservative Party) in a variety of guises which many have interpreted as either fos- 
tering or exploiting an irrational prejudice against Jews — Judeophobia. 

When the first of these posters appeared, I was contacted by one national news- 
paper for an instant reaction. And that reaction - which is my view still - was that 
the poster (the now-infamous sheet depicting flying pigs) could by no stretch of any 
reasonable person's imagination be termed Judeophobic. 

I told the reporter that, in my view, such characterisation was all part of the rough- 
and-tumble of politics. This may not have been the answer the reporter wanted be- 
cause, when the second poster appeared, (Michael Howard in what has variously been 
interpreted as a Fagin-, Svengali- or Shylock-Llike pose) my opinion was not canvassed. 

So let me state now that I do not believe that this poster was Judeophobic either. 
Michael Howard, even as shown on the poster, looks nothing like Fagin - as depicted 
by Dickens's illustrator George Cruikshank or as portrayed by, say, Alec Guinness or Ron 
Moody. Nor does he look much like George du Maurier’s evil hypnotist Svengali (who, 
like Fagin, had a scraggy beard). 

Perhaps because the wording accompanying the poster referred to money, some 
of its critics have alleged that it exploited the popular imagery of Shylock. Well, I 
have never regarded Shylock as a character cast in an anti-Jewish mould, and I have 
never thought of “The Merchant of Venice” as anti-Jewish. On the contrary, the play 
has always struck me as philosemitic, an extremely brave play for Shakespeare to 
have written. 

My first inclination, therefore, was to dismiss as nonsense the cries of those who 
insist that these posters were indicative of an anti-Jewish malaise within the Labour 
Party. But I am less certain now. 

By themselves, neither of the posters was Judeophobic. But we need to look 
beyond the contents of the posters to the wider political and social contexts in 


which they were set. 
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In “The Merchant of Venice,” Shakespeare permits Shylock to mount one of the 
most eloquent attacks that has ever been mouthed against Judeophobia. “Hath not a 
Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?” 

One might choose to regard Shylock as an abused and persecuted individual 
tricked out of what was rightfully his through the machinations of a clever lawyer. 
But we will never fully grasp the impact of the play — any play, come to that - simply 
by reading the black print on the white paper. 

What matters to theatre audiences is less the actual words as set down by the 
playwright than the manner in which they are spoken. 

The first recorded performance of “The Merchant” since Shakespeare’s day was 
the sensational revival of it at Drury Lane in 1741 by the brilliant Irish actor Charles 
Macklin, who had taken the trouble to observe the mannerisms of Jewish merchants as 
they went about their business in the coffee-houses of the City of London. 

Macklin’s shocking portrayal of a grasping, malevolent villain delighted his audiences; 
practically every scene in which he appeared was met with rapturous applause. 
Subsequent generations of actors have followed Macklin in portraying Shylock as a 
loathsome, money-grubbing Jew lacking any redeeming features. 

This is the popular image still. The fact that this is so is, however, no reason for not 
performing the play, or for not insisting that it is studied in secondary schools. The 
play should be studied and it should be performed. 

Whether those who dreamt up the poster depicting Michael Howard as a mysterious, 
if not manic, financial manipulator intended that image to reflect a latter-day Svengali, 
a resurrected Fagin or a reincarnated Shylock I know not. But it was clearly intended 
to play on and exploit popular imagery of some sort. And the popular imagery that it 
was intended to exploit has an unmistakable ethnic dimension. 

Put another way, it’s not so much what you say, as the way — and where — you say it. 

Opponents of the Conservative Party may bemoan the fact that because Michael 
Howard is a professing Jew they must be extra-vigilant in the imagery they exploit as 
part of the normal cut-and-thrust of political life. They may resent the fact that just 
because Mr Howard is Jewish there are some things that they cannot say (or cannot 
say in a certain way) about him, at least in public. 

But extra-vigilant is what they must be if they genuinely wish to avoid the charge 
of exploiting Judeophobia for their own political ends. 


So, now it’s over, how was it for us? 


13 May 2005 


Was last week's general election good for us Jews? 

Turnout was somewhat higher than in 2001 but over a third of eligible voters simply 
did not bother to vote. “Rational abstention” has become a popular form of political 
expression. No doubt each abstainer had her or his particular reason for abstaining. 
Overall, however, the British electorate has become much more cynical in recent decades. 
Politicians are unloved and distrusted. It cannot be coincidental that, over the 
period during which rational abstention has increased, single-issue pressure groups 
- especially “direct action” groups not averse to strong-arm and perhaps even 
violent tactics — have also grown in number. 

History teaches that diaspora Jews flourish best in peaceful and stable societies. 
It is the lack of political stability that, more often than not, provides fertile ground in 
which racism and Judeophobia flourish. So, while the current mood of cynicism and 
mistrust is not good news for democracy, I am bound to put it to you that it is also 
probably not good news for us Jews either. 

Democracy is not the same thing as the dictatorship of the majority. We are now 
to be governed by an administration that polled only 35 per cent of the votes cast, 
amounting to less than one quarter of the entire electorate. Mr Blair's announcement, 
after the poll, that he and his party had been given “a mandate” to govern struck me 
as a joke in poor taste. There is no mandate. Of course there is a Labour majority in the 
House of Commons but that is not the same thing at all. 

That majority must be extra vigilant in terms of the legislation to which it gives its 
approval. This might be good news for us Jews. But I must point out to you that the 
net effect of last week’s election on the parliamentary Labour Party that Tony Blair still 
leads has been to remove from the House of Commons a large number of Blairite mod- 
erates — politicians who, for instance, may not have liked the notion of faith schools 
but who were prepared to “live and let live” and whose approach to issues of religious 
particularism was generally pragmatic. 

Mr Blair is now a prisoner of a parliamentary Labour Party in which dogmatic social 
levellers hold sway. Some of you may well believe this is good for the Jews. But I am 
inclined to doubt it. 

Asked by an American TV network to comment on the election campaign, I drew at- 
tention to the “rawness” of much of the political rhetoric to which British voters had 
been exposed over recent weeks. Mud slinging has been a feature of past elections, 
and is to be expected. But I can’t recall any previous incident of one British party 
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leader calling another “a liar” in front of the media. Neither can I recall politicians 
being treated with open contempt by journalists who interviewed them. 

Nor can I recall any other recent election in which the Jewishness of certain 
candidates was an issue. I’m quite prepared to believe that, in the Bethnal Green 
constituency, the former Labour MP and sometime acquaintance of Saddam Hussein, 
George Galloway, fought exclusively on a range of legitimate issues, in which I include 
the legality of Britain’s role in the liberation of Iraq. The fact is, however, that the of- 
ficial Labour candidate whom he defeated, Oona King, is Jewish and her Jewishness was 
a factor in her defeat in one of the most heavily Muslim constituencies in the UK. 

Mr Galloway himself was apparently forced to seek police protection from Islamic 
militants who objected to his call for religious toleration. 

In the Rochdale constituency, an Islamic group wrongly accused the Labour can- 
didate, Lorna Fitzsimons, of being Jewish. Ms Fitzsimons lost her seat by just 442 
votes. I would like to think this defeat had nothing to do with this accusation or with 
her membership of the Labour Friends of Israel. My fear is, however, that it did. 

We might also note that, in Rochdale, the British National Party gained over four 
per cent of the votes cast; in Burnley, over 10 per cent; and in Dewsbury, over 13 per 
cent. Meanwhile, in Dagenham, the BNP poll was over 10 per cent and in adjacent 
Barking almost 17 per cent - results that may herald a BNP surge in local elections in 
parts of the North of England and in East London next year. This is definitely not good 
news for us Jews. 

Among the new crop of Jewish MPs is Susan Kramer, who held Richmond for the 
Lib-Dems with a reduced but comfortable majority. I regard Ms Kramer's election as 
reasonably good news for us Jews, especially as she is the daughter of a Holocaust 
survivor and illegal immigrant. But then the seat she holds was vacated by Dr Jennifer 
Tonge, who has declared that, among her proudest achievements in the Commons, was 
“highlighting the plight of the Palestinians under occupation by Israel, by making a 
speech expressing empathy for suicide bombers.” 

Following this speech, Lib-Dem leader Charles Kennedy pretended to punish Dr 
Tonge by removing her from his front bench. Now he has rewarded her by nominat- 
ing her for a life peerage. In the Lords, she will doubtless continue to defame the 
Jewish state. 

That is definitely bad news for us Jews. 


Israel's role in a PM's downfall 


29 September 2006 


The Labour Party conference which Tony Blair attended and addressed earlier this 
week will be his last as Prime Minister. Eighteen months ago, Mr Blair won for Labour 
an historic third term; by way of thanks, the Labour brethren have now deposed him. 

The deposition of a serving British Premier is a rare occurrence. The deposition of 
a serving Prime Minister by his own party is rarer still. The powers of a serving Prime 
Minister are considerable. Within certain constitutional limits, a PM can call an elec- 
tion whenever he or she wants to. In theory, the monarch could refuse this request, 
but no such refusal has been forthcoming in living memory. 

When a Prime Minister retires, it is customary for the monarch to ask the retiring 
incumbent on whom she should call to form a new government. The last time a monarch 
declined to act on such a nomination was in 1940, when George VI wisely refused to 
call on the man whom Neville Chamberlain had said should succeed him, the Earl of 
Halifax, an arch appeaser. Instead of calling on him to succeed Chamberlain, the King 
consulted the leaders of the opposition parties and, on their recommendation, 
appointed Winston Churchill. 

But 1940 was no ordinary year. The Tory backbenches turned on Chamberlain 
following the defeat of the British army in Norway. These were perilous times, and 
the King was right to use his absolute authority to appoint as Prime Minister the one 
man who could unite the nation. 

The next time a serving PM was deposed by his/her own party was of course in No- 
vember 1990, when Margaret Thatcher fell victim to a panic attack within Tory ranks, 
brought on by their fear that her economic policy would lose them the next election. 

The deposition of Tony Blair is in an altogether different category. The economy 
is in good shape. In David Cameron, the Tories have found a leader around whom they 
may rediscover their unity. Cameron is making strenuous efforts to repackage Blair's 
essentially Thatcherite financial polices as his own. But the electoral mountain that 
the Tories have to climb — in terms of overturning Labour's 2005 majority — is formi- 
dable. Besides, Blair's economic strategy is largely shared by the man most likely to 
succeed him, Gordon Brown. When John Major succeeded Maggie Thatcher there was 
a radical shift in fiscal strategy. This will not happen if and when Brown succeeds Blair. 

So one is forced back to the question: why is Tony Blair so unpopular in Labour 
ranks? Part of the answer certainly lies in his support for George W Bush, and his backing for 
Bush’s policy towards Iraq and Afghanistan. But part ties also, I fear, in Blair's refusal 
to support the left’s hatred of the Jewish state. 
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History will record that the Cabinet revolt that led to Mr Blair's downfall was 
triggered by a statement made by his former Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, at the end 
of July 2006. Mr Straw had met leaders of the considerable Muslim community in his 
Blackburn constituency. Following that meeting, Mr Straw issued a public statement 
in which he launched a blistering attack on Israel’s bombing strategy in Lebanon. 
“These are not surgical strikes,” he declaimed, “but have instead caused death and 
misery among innocent civilians.” 

Mr Straw — now Leader of the Commons — launched this attack in the certain 
knowledge that other Cabinet members would support him, as they had apparently 
done in a stormy Cabinet meeting a few days earlier. At that meeting, the Prime 
Minister was strongly urged to engage in public criticism of Israel's military strategy 
in the Hizbollah war. 

Mr Blair then flew to the USA and, in California, he delivered a definitive statement 
of his policy towards Israel. He refused to call for an early ceasefire. He declined to 
denounce Israel's military strategy. Asking rhetorically who had caused the war that 
Israel had been compelled to fight, he pointed the finger unequivocally at “reac- 
tionary Islam.” 

That speech in Los Angeles on August 1 sealed his fate. Mr Blair's sympathy to- 
wards Israel is clearly not the only factor in his unpopularity with rank-and-file La- 
bour members. There is deep unhappiness over his fondness for partnerships with 
the private sector in running the NHS, and for reintroducing selection in secondary 
education. The imposition of university tuition fees has made the left’s blood boil. 
His refusal to repeal Thatcherite labour laws has outraged the trade unions (not all of 
which support Labour). But what led to his downfall was his support for Israel. 


Jewish roots of Blair's Labour... 


18 May 2007 


Tony Blair became leader of the Labour party in July 1994, following the death of John 
Smith, a brilliant parliamentarian but sadly lacking in the political courage necessary 
to reform the party to make it electable once more. It’s easy now to forget how 
utterly marginal Labour had become in British politics during the Thatcher era. Maggie 
Thatcher had transformed the terms on which political discourse was conducted in 
this country. The Labour Party - its constitution, its policies, its image - simply did 
not address this new reality. 

The party that Michael Foot and Neil Kinnock had led so disastrously in the 
1980s had lurched to the left when the country was moving to the right. Its activ- 
ists clung to the proletarian image they had inherited from their forefathers and 
mothers, but the electorate had become more middle class. This disconnect was no 
more dramatically illustrated than in the unhappy story of Labour's rupture with its 
Jewish clientele. During this period I conducted a number of polls of Jewish voters 
in key “Jewish” constituencies. What was dramatic was the swing to Thatcherism, 
meaning the rolling back of the state, a much freer-market economy, the privatisa- 
tion of nationalised industries, drastic curbs on the power of the trades unions, and 
the favouring of the private sector. 

This was what the majority of Jewish voters wanted in the 1980s and 1990s. But 
of course they were also pleased with Maggie Thatcher's personal warmth towards the 
Jewish people, whom she was fond of holding up as a role model for the rest British 
society to follow - immigrants who had made good in this country, without the dubi- 
ous benefits of any welfare state. Maggie evinced a broad support for Israel, and cut 
Ken Livingstone down to size by killing off the Greater London Council, which he had 
used as a means of foisting his own anti-Zionist views on the rest of us. 

Thatcherism, indeed, owed a great deal (much more than I believe is generally realised) 
to the views of the Jews with whom Maggie surrounded herself — pre-eminently Keith 
Joseph and Alfred Sherman. Little wonder that Thatcherism was supported — vocally 
- by Chief Rabbi Jakobovits, who became, in effect, Maggie's religious role model and 
confidant. Little wonder that she caused him to be raised to the peerage. 

Michael Foot and Neil Kinnock were simply incapable of connecting with Thatcher- 
ite Britain. John Smith recognised the new reality, but lacked resolve. Tony Blair knew 
what had to be done. As a socialist party, Labour was dead. It had to be reinvented so 
as to espouse some at least of the major items on the Thatchenite agenda. 

But seemingly insuperable obstacles existed in the way in which the trade-union 
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movement and local party activists controlled the Labour agenda. John Smith had 
made some attempt to tackle this issue by abolishing the union “block vote” at Labour 
party conferences, yet much more needed to be done. Clause Four of the party constitu- 
tion - committing it to nationalisation — had to be ditched. And this, in turn, could 
only be achieved if, as Labour leader, Blair was demonstrably independent both of the 
activists and of the unions. 

At bottom, independence meant financial independence. It was Michael Levy 
who gave Tony Blair this independence, by creating for him “blind trusts” (such 
arrangements are now illegal), raising the millions that enabled Blair to cock a snook 
at the self-appointed Marxist guardians of Labour's socialist past. Blair established 
the largest office an opposition leader has ever had. Clause Four was abandoned, to 
be replaced by New Labour — a somewhat diluted, cosier version of Thatcherism, but 
Thatcherism nonetheless. 

In 1996, an academic colleaque and good friend of mine, the late Dr Henry Drucker, 
agreed — somehow - to advise the Labour party on fundraising. Henry had an instinc- 
tive suspicion of blind trusts, and would have nothing to do with them. His advice 
scorned, he naturally resigned the consultancy. Michael Levy stayed, to celebrate New 
Labour's triumph at the polls the following year. The rest (as they say) is history. 

In 1980 Dr Drucker — then at Edinburgh University — had co-authored a book en- 
titled The Politics of Nationalism & Devolution. His collaborator was a young Scottish 
Labour MP by the name of Gordon Brown. New Labour was in an important sense a 
Jewish phenomenon, with a dimension rooted in the British-Jewish experience. The 
“New” has already been dropped from the Labour party website. As the next Prime 
Minister, Mr Brown may be tempted to abandon New Labour's substance as well as its 
form. If so, he risks abandoning also that bridge with British Jewry that Mr Blair spent 
so much time and effort in repairing. 


Let Lord Levy speak his mind 


9 May 2008 


In a few days’ time, my old school chum, Baron Levy of Mill Hill, will publish a political 
memoir. The son of a minor synagogue official, Michael Levy rose — or, rather, raised 
himself — from relative obscurity to become the leading Anglo-Jewish plutocrat of his 
generation. Not content with this, he went much further than any previous leading 
plutocrat that the Jews of Britain have produced. He became the chief fundraiser 
to the leader of a political party that, at the time (we are talking of the mid-1990s), 
seemed unlikely ever again to win office. 

Many and varied were the Jewish pundits who assured me, at the time, that my old 
school chum had backed the wrong horse. Well, he hadn’t. And when Mr Blair trounced 
the Tories in 1997, and entered 10 Downing Street, Michael Levy was not far behind. 
Without ever himself holding ministerial office, he became the closest confidant of 
the Prime Minister. To be able to telephone the Prime Minister whenever he chose, and 
be certain of being put through, and of not being fobbed off by a private secretary - 
that is power indeed. To be able to observe the workings of 10 Downing Street at such 
close quarters and in such intimate detail — that is a rare privilege. 

Naturally this privilege and this power came at a price. Every politician has 
enemies — it goes (as they say) with the territory. Michael Levy's enemies, however, 
were to be found not just within the upper echelons of the Labour party and govern- 
ment — those who resented this well-coiffured Jewish upstart from Stoke Newington 
who (virtually) had the front-door key of No 10. They were also drawn from the ranks 
of the Jews. That a man called “Levy” should (without even bothering to anglicise his 
surname) be so close to the Prime Minister evoked fear and envy. When Michael Levy 
was arrested during the cash-for-honours investigations, some Jews of my acquain- 
tance visibly gloated, but others trembled. But my old school chum had done nothing 
wrong, and he knew it. 

Now he has decided to share with the rest of us some of the details of these turbulent 
years. His memoir, A Question of Honour, will afford us all a very novel perspective on 
the Blair premiership. Extracts have recently appeared in the Mail on Sunday. Based on 
what they have already read therein, some of Lord Levy’s fellow Jews appear to be less 
than pleased at the revelations that the memoir promises to reveal. 

Professor Eric Moonman, the former Labour MP who now heads the Zionist Federation 
(a body of anomalous insignificance), has denounced what has already appeared as 
“nauseating and disagreeable ... tantamount to a breach of private conversations”. 
“These revelations could hardly come at a worse time,” explains Professor Moonman. 
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“The Labour leadership will not forgive-or forget what has been said.” Lawrie Nerva, 
treasurer of a completely inconsequential committee called The Jewish Labour Move- 
ment, has added to this denunciation. “At a time when all Labour supporters should be 
seen to be closing ranks,” opined Mr Nerva, Lord Levy's decision to publish a memoir 
revealed “a total disregard” of the damage that might be done to the standing of the 
Labour party. 

Rarely have I read such sanctimonious twaddle dressed up as allegedly serious 
political comment — and believe me, one doesn’t spend 40 years studying British 
political history (as I have done) without coming across a great deal of twaddle and 
a goodly measure of completely hypocritical high-mindedness into the bargain. 

Politicians have been publishing “tell all” political memoirs ever since Viscount 
Cross, Home Secretary under Benjamin Disraeli, circulated an account of Disraeli’s cab- 
inets, revealing just how shallow had been the political vision that Disraeli professed. 
That was back in 1903. The precedent set by Cross has been followed by numerous 
other men and women in public life, and is now well established. 

As for the “damage” — if any — that Michael Levy's memoir might have done to the 
Labour party, incomparably greater damage was - surely - done by those who forced 
Tony Blair from office and replaced him with the arch-bungler Gordon Brown. 

When Michael Levy's back was against the ropes, how many of the Labour glitterati 
spoke up for him? 

Party loyalty is all very well. But this can never override the principle of open 
government. And the government of the UK is going to be a little more open once 
Lord Levy’s memoir hits the bookstores. 


Our 150 years of wasted power 


25 July 2008 


This past week and nest mark two important 150th anniversaries. It was on July 23 
1254 that Parliament enacted legislation enabling professing Jews to sit in the House 
of Commons. Five days later, Lionel de Rothschild, at the climax of an 11-year 
campaign, was finally able to take his seat in that chamber as Liberal MP for the 
City of London. 

Wher ty late teacher, Dr Cecil Roth, published his ground-breaking History of the 
Jews in England in 1941, he virtually ended his triumphal narrative with the momentous 
events of that anniversary year — 1858. 

But was the struggle really worthwhile? Roth and his generation certainly thought 
so. I am not so sure. 

Very few of our Jewish forebears were in the least bit enthusiastic about Lionel de 
Pothschild’s campaign. On the contrary, most of them opposed or were indifferent to 
it. The great mid-Victorian chronicler of London life, Henry Mayhew, recorded that he 
nad been told by one “Hebrew gentleman” that so little did the Jews care about “Jew- 
ish emancipation” that he doubted whether “one man in 10... would trouble himself 
to waly the length of the street in which he lived” to secure Lionel’s admission to the 
house of Cormmons. The lay leader of British Jewry, Moses Montefiore, and the Ashkenazi 
Crief Rabbi, Nathan Adler, were at best unsympathetic to Lionel’s efforts and, at worst, 
deeply fearful that political emancipation would foster religious assimilation. The 
Board of Deputies played virtually no part in Lionel’s efforts. 

How are we to explain such attitudes? 

Firstly, mast British Jews reasoned that they had as much social acceptance and 
economic freedom as they wanted. Why upset this pleasurable existence by demand- 
iag tne controversial right -= which only the very wealthy could exercise — to sit 
amongst the Christians at Westminster? 

Secondly, Lionels campaign was widely regarded as a communal embarrassment 
- made worse by the irresponsible public antics of his great rival Sir David Salomons. 
Having secured election as Liberal MP for Greenwich in 1851, Salomons had taken the 
parliamentary oath (illegally omitting the Christian phrase to which both he and Lio- 
nel obiected) and tad then sat down (if you please) in the Commons and - making an 
already tcanicalous situation yet more outrageous — illegally voted in three divisions 
ge his own ergulsion therefrom. Salomons had thus ensured that it was he, not one 
of the Rothschilds, who was the first professing (that is, unconverted) Jew to sit - to 
physically cit, you understand — in the Commons. But he had (it was said) disgraced 
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the community in so doing. 

Thirdly, the communal leadership feared that “Jewish” MPs would be elected who, 
far from adding lustre to the community, might well bring it into disrepute, and who 
might, in any case, be regarded by the Gentiles as constituting a Jewish “lobby”. 

Well, there have, it’s true, been a few genuine scoundrels amongst the 200 or so 
professing Jews who have become MPs since the momentous events of 1858 - none 
more colourful, surely, than the Hungarian fraudster and spy Ignaz Trebitsch-Lincoln, 
who (though never a British citizen) was briefly Liberal MP for Darlington in 1910. But 
the fear that Jewish MPs would come to constitute a distinct and disciplined “bloc” at 
Westminster has never been realised. 

You could, indeed, number on the fingers of your hands the Jewish MPs who have, 
unashamedly and unequivocally, acted in the Commons to protect Jewish interests: 
John Simon (Dewsbury) and Samuel Montagu (Whitechapel) in the 19th century, Samuel 
Finburgh (North Salford) and Michael Marcus (Dundee) in the early 20th, Manny Shinwell 
(Linlithgow) and Harold Lever (Manchester Cheetham) later on, and later still Michael 
Fidler (Bury & Radcliffe) and Louise Ellman (Liverpool Riverside). 

The fact is that the vast majority of “Jewish” MPs have never seen their Jewis origin 
or identity as incurring or attracting the slightest political obligation. Far worse than 
the mischief-making of Trebitsch-Lincoln was the perfidy of Maurice Orbach (East 
Willesden), the emollient Labour “Zionist” who proudly supported Ernest Bevin’s 
Palestine policy. Far more detestable than the loudmouthed anti-Israeli Gerald Kaufman 
(Manchester Gorton) was the smooth-talking Barnett Janner (Leicester North-West), 
who although President of the Deputies and of the Zionist Federation could not, it 
seems, muster the strength of character to oppose his party by supporting Israel 
during the Suez crisis. 

Having spent a great deal of time and money getting into Parliament, Lionel de 
Rothschild never once spoke in a debate. What a pity that other Jewish MPs have not 
followed his example. 
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en Livingstone — “Red Ken” - occupies a unique position in the annals of British 
K Jewry. Whilst, for the most part, British Jews have found it difficult to agree on 
anything, they have, for the most part, all managed to agree that Mr Livingstone is — or 
was — Public Enemy Number One. Indeed, Mr Livingstone can fairly claim to be one of 
the most potent unifying forces acting upon the Jews of Britain since the end of the 
Second World War. 

Of Mr Livingstone’s wider political career I shall say nothing here. There are, in 
any case, a number of very readable studies of him and his life. 1 “A Londoner born 
and bred,” - he became a Labour member of the Greater London Council in 1973 and 
its Leader in 1981. As Leader he pursued a blatant anti-Zionist agenda that led to a 
virtual civil war between him — supported by his many admirers on the left wing of 
the Labour Party — and the Jews of London.” It can, I think, fairly be said that this war 
played a significant part in the support that Mrs Thatcher was able to garner from the 
Jews during her premiership. There was certainly no section of London citizenry that 
was more appreciative of Mrs Thatcher's abolition of the GLC (1986) than its Jewish 
contingent (see my column of 23 July 2004). 

Sensing, no doubt, that the days of the GLC were numbered, Mr Livingstone man- 
aged to get himself selected as Labour candidate for the parliamentary constituency 
of Brent East. This constituency included some important Jewish communities, but 
its demographics had changed as other ethnic minorities - principally of Irish and 
Asian origin - moved into the area. Mr Livingstone took full advantage of this shift. 
His selection, moreover, necessitated the de-selection of the sitting Labour MP, an 
‘old time’ Labour Zionist, Reg Freeson. 

In 1987 Mr Livingstone became Labour MP for Brent East, a seat that he held un- 
til 2001. When the Labour Party failed to select him as its official candidate for the 
first London Mayoral election (2000), he reneged on an undertaking he had previously 
given and stood as a renegade independent candidate. He won the contest, becoming 
London’s first elected Mayor; he was re-elected in 2004 and, although he had report- 
edly suggested that he would not run for a third term, he did so in 2008. 

These victories cannot be gainsaid. Mr Livingstone is a man of strong principles 
and political convictions. He had — and has still - a large following in the capital, and 
there can be little doubt that some of his policies as London Mayor met with widespread 
approval — for example the imposition of a central-London ‘Congestion Charge’ and the 
improvements he brought about in the running of London's public transport system. 

But in his relationship with the Jews his tenure of office lurched from disaster 


1. See J. Carvel, Turn Again Livingstone (Profile Books, London, 1999) and — especially — A. Hosken, The 
Ups and Downs of Ken Livingstone (London, Arcadia Books, 2008) 

2. http://www.kenlivingstone.com/about (accessed 19 October 2008) 

3. Examined in detail in G. Alderman, London Jewry and London Politics, 1889 — 1986 (London, 1989), chapter 5. 


to disaster. His comparison of a Jewish newspaper reporter working for the Evening 
Standard to a Nazi concentration camp guard (a scandal I examined in my column 
of 4 March 2005) attracted international condemnation. Even his Deputy Mayor, Ms. 
Nicky Gavron (the daughter of a Holocaust survivor) was moved to condemn him. 
But a formal apology was not forthcoming until 7 December 2006, when he spoke at 
the opening, at City Hall, of the London Jewish Forum. 

Mr Livingstone had, meanwhile, been careless enough to alienate a number of the 
groups that had formerly supported him. His City Hall invitation (July 2004) to the 
Egyptian cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi alienated gays, feminists and Jews in equal mea- 
sure, for Mr Qaradawi was a well-known advocate of the execution of homosexuals, 
wife-beating and the destruction of the State of Israel. Perhaps more significantly, 
this cleric was vocal in his support of suicide bombers. It is my view that the politi- 
cal tide began to turn ominously against Mr Livingstone after the London-transport 
suicide bombings of 7 July 2005. To be sure, Mr Livingstone condemned these attacks 
totally and without reservation. But was he the man to co-ordinate a London-wide 
response to Islamic extremists, and to the philosophies they espoused? 

Mayor Livingstone had already, long ago, proved his impeccable anti-Zionist 
credentials. He had always been at pains to distinguish these from his support for 
Jews and his opposition to anti-Jewish prejudice. The fact remains that many Jews 
were — and are - simply not prepared to take him at his word. In my column of 11 
January 2008 I urged Jews not to vote for him in the forthcoming Mayoral election 
-the first and only time I have ever used my JC column in this way. Subsequently I 
gave a statement to the Evening Standard as follows: 


A lot of people say this Mayoral election is a London government issue; 
there shouldn't be a Jewish aspect, they say. Well, when I get into that 
[voting] booth I shall see an image of a man I believe to hold deep, 
dark prejudices against Jews. And my vote will go elsewhere. 


A month later Mr Livingstone was trounced at the polls, when the Mayoralty passed 
to the charismatic (if eccentric) Conservative politician Boris Johnson. I have no 
doubt that the Jews of London played an important part in this defeat, and in my 
column of 16 May 2008 I said so and explained why. 

Mr Livingstone appears not to like me. I certainly do not like him.© 


4. Guardian, 23 February 2005. 

5, Evening Standard, 17 April 2008: accessible at: http://www. thisislondon.co.uk/standard-mayor/ 
article-23478856-details/Anti-semitism+-+and+a+timely+question+for+Ken/article.d.(accessed 19 
October 2008). 

6. He reportedly attacked me by name during a speech nine days after the 7 July 2005 Islamic bombings 
in London: see The Independent, Education Section, 28 July 2005, 2. I am grateful to Mr Jacob Rawel, 
who on 16 July 2005 heard this speech and was kind enough to alert me (by phone and email) to it. 
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Night mayor? Livingstone, | presume 


23 July 2004 


Many years ago, Ken Livingstone helped me fulfill a long-held ambition. 

Academic authors customarily include a page or so of “acknowledgments” in their 
monographs in which they thank those people whose help and advice have assisted 
the writing of the volume in question. But what if someone deliberately chooses not 
to help a scholar in writing a scholarly tome? It always struck me as unfair that this 
should not also be recorded. From time to time in my academic career, people who 
could have helped me — at little if any cost to themselves — have chosen not to do so. 
Why not name them in a sort of “dis-acknowledgments” section? Red Ken provided me 
with the opportunity to do just that. 

Some 20 years ago, I was invited by the European Science Foundation to undertake 
research into the relationship between the Jews of London and the government of 
London — part of a much larger project to explore the relationship between ethnicity 
and politics in European urban communities. Out of this work, there grew a mono- 
graph (“London Jewry and London Politics”) analysing the relationship between the 
capital's Jews, the London County Council, and its successor body, the Greater London 
Council (abolished by Maggie Thatcher). 

In the final chapter of that book, Ken Livingstone features very prominently. During 
the 1970s, a civil war broke out within the Labour party, between the voices of moderation 
who could see that socialism had run its course and was no longer a vote-winner, and 
the so-called “hard” left, with which the politically ambitious Ken Livingstone had 
deemed it prudent to identify. 

The Tory election victory of 1979 was seized upon by the hard left as the signal for 
an intensification of the civil war, with the aim of wresting control of Labour from the 
moderates. An alliance of convenience was forged in London between unrepentant 
socialists, angry trade-unionists, disaffected black and Asian minorities, and elements 
of the pro-IRA London-Irish. 

It is an unfortunate but undeniable fact that black antipathy towards Jews con- 
stituted one element of this alliance. I can recall meeting (as part of my research) a 
black group in Tooting and being shocked at the ease with which my hosts articulated 
familiar anti-Jewish stereotypes. It is equally true that anti-Zionism formed a significant 
element in the doctrinal canon of these malcontents. 

At County Hall, Labour leader Ken Livingstone (who had managed to succeed to 
the leadership as a result of a cleverly contrived political manoeuvre following the GLC 
election of May 1981) pursued a foreign policy. 


This was startling enough, but what was even more startling was that the central 
element in this foreign policy was a visceral hostility to the state of Israel. The Labour 
Herald, of which Livingstone was an editor, regularly attacked in the crudest terms 
both the Jewish state and those who supported it. 

Livingstone brazenly compared the alleged sufferings of Northern Irish Catholics 
to Holocaust victims. In December 1984, he apparently overruled his own chief whip 
in permitting County Hall to be used for a bizarre rally (“Black People’s Solidarity with 
the Miners”) in which the PLO and Sinn Fein took part, and which paraded outspoken 
speeches against Israel. In an interview with the Israeli Labour Federation’s newspa- 
per, Davar, Livingstone accused Jews of “organising here in London and throughout 
Britain into paramilitary groups which resemble fascist organisations.” As far as I'm 
aware, he has never apologised for this outrageous statement. 

Meanwhile, the civil war between Labour moderates and extremists gathered pace. 
A bloody battle was fought out in the London borough of Brent. Militant leftists “de- 
selected” Labour moderates, many of whom, like Brent Council leader John Lebor, were 
Jewish Zionists. So was the then-Labour MP for Brent East, Reg Freeson. 

With Maggie Thatcher's 1983 election victory, the days of the GLC were clearly 
numbered. Red Ken had to plan for a new platform and a new future. Brent East had 
large black and Irish populations, and the mischievous efforts of the hard left in ousting 
moderates meant that it was ripe for a takeover. In March 1985, Reg Freeson gave up 
the struggle for re-selection; even Labour's national executive committee was unable 
to save him. 

Livingstone won the nomination, and (narrowly) the parliamentary contest two 
years later. The rest, as they say, is history. No one reading this newspaper should 
therefore be in the least surprised that Red Ken, now elected Mayor of London, hosted 
a meeting at City Hall earlier this month at which he bade welcome to a Muslim cleric 
who has voiced support for the murder of Jews in Israel. No one reading this newspaper 
should doubt that Red Ken knew all about this cleric and his views. No one reading 
this newspaper need doubt that Livingstone’s words of welcome for this cleric were 
anything but calculated and rehearsed. 

When I was researching my book on Jews and London government, I asked Livingstone 
for an interview, at which I intended to ask him about his hostility to Jews and the 
Jewish state. He declined the offer, citing “constituency and parliamentary work.” I 
was delighted to record this lame excuse in the book’s preface. 
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Just one more sordid career move 


4 March 2005 


Last July, some may recall my surveying the history of the rise to political infamy of 
Ken Livingstone as Labour leader of the Greater London Council in the 1980s. 

I recalled how, when Mr Livingstone realised that the days of the GLC (of which 
he was then leader) were numbered, he formulated a new plan for his political future. 
This necessitated the unseating of the then Labour MP for Brent East, the Jewish Zion- 
ist Reg Freeson, and the election of Livingstone in his stead. 

I observed that the realisation of this plan involved meeting and making friends 
with an alliance of hard-left, Irish, black and Muslim voters. 

I added that no one should therefore have been in the least surprised that Ken, by 
now the elected mayor of London, should have seen fit to host a meeting at City Hall, 
in that July of 2004, to bid welcome to a Muslim cleric who has voiced support for the 
murder of Jews in Israel; that no one should doubt that Ken knew all about this cleric 
and his views; and that no one need doubt that his words of welcome for this cleric 
weren't calculated and rehearsed. . 

So far, so bad. But then, of course, a couple of weeks ago, we learned that London's 
mayor had insulted the Evening Standard reporter Oliver Finegold — who is Jewish — by 
likening him to “a concentration camp guard.” Amid all the consequent ballyhoo, I’m 
afraid I had to smile to myself. 

JC readers can dismiss from their minds any notion that Livingstone’s subsequent 
overlong explanations — that the Evening Standard had Fascist antecedents and had 
hounded him for years, that Mr Finegold had (so to speak) stalked him outside a party 
celebrating the homosexuality of the former Labour Cabinet minister Chris Smith, and 
that there was nothing remotely offensive in his remarks — were anything other than 
sheer unadulterated twaddle, which insults our collective intelligence as well as that 
of Mr Finegold. 

Now Mr Finegold looks nothing like a concentration-camp guard, and, for all the 
mayor's protestations, I doubt that he behaved like one. Indeed, he seems to have 
been quite professional in carrying out his reporting role, taking the trouble to tape- 
record his conversation with then mayor ~ a habit cultivated by Ken himself. Had 
Mr Finegold behaved like a real concentration-camp guard he would doubtless have 
pistol-whipped Livingstone. 

Ken Livingstone is nobody's fool. Having initially suggested that Mr Finegold was 
a mere German war criminal, and then being told that the reporter he was seeking to 
insult in this way was Jewish, did the mayor, I wonder, in responding with the further, 


concentration-camp insult, take the opportunity to throw Finegold’s Jewishness back 
at him? And, in so doing, did Ken also hope that he might, thereby, reassure his politi- 
cal constituency — this misalliance of leftists, anti-Zionists, Islamists and chip-on- 
the-shoulder bolshie types that form the core of hs support London-wide — that his 
heart was theirs for the asking? 

Ask yourself another question: suppose, instead of Mr Oliver Finegold the Jew, the 
Evening Standard had sent a Muslim reporter along with his tape recorder to interview 
the capital's mayor on that capital occasion. Would our Ken have proceeded to tell Mr 
Ibrahim that he was acting like (let us say) a Guantanamo Bay guard? Or a warder at 
Camp X-Ray? 

Livingstone’s conduct has been excused by some as the result of drink. Forget it, 
he knew exactly what he was saying, and to whom he was saying it. And, anyway, if it 
was merely a matter of a tongue too lubricated, he surely would have apologised the 
morning after, or perhaps the morning after that, or even, distracted by the pressures 
of London’s business, the morning after that... but not only has he not apologised, he 
has ostentatiously refused to apologise. 

So what should we, as Jews, do about it? After all, in insulting Oliver Finegold, Ken 
Livingstone was insulting us all. He has reached his present position of prestige and 
power because — and only because - of the weakness of the Labour party, which once 
expelled him but did not have the guts to stand by this expulsion, which the party's 
backroom boys and girls moved to revoke as swiftly as possible. 

Among the people who have the practical possibility to influence the Labour party 
back to its senses over Livingstone are those who fund it, and those who patronise it. 
Some of these individuals are probably reading this column right now. 

If they were to announce that they'd neither give nor raise money for Labour's 
coffers until the party had taken the necessary steps to have Livingstone booted out, 
that would, I dare say, have more effect than any of the dozens of newspaper columns 
devoted to Ken's latest escapade. 

Earlier this week, Board of Deputies president Henry Grunwald, wrote in The 
Guardian, urging Livingstone to do the decent thing and apologise. Henry, forget it. 
He is not going to apologise. But you, as head of the recently formed Jewish Leadership 
Council, might meanwhile announce, publicly, that you are urging Jews as a matter 
of conscience to resign their own Labour party membership so long as Livingstone’s 


remains intact. 


59 


60 


Why not to vote for Livingstone 


11 January 2008 


In May Londoners will go to the polls to elect, or re-elect, a mayor. The office of mayor 
of London, chosen directly by the electors, was created in 2000. To date there has only 
been one incumbent, Kenneth Robert Livingstone, and he is now seeking re-election 
for a third four-year term. 

A man of the left, Mr Livingstone is nothing if not clever. As the last leader of 
the Greater London Council, abolished by Mrs Thatcher in 1986, he expected to be 
chosen by the Labour Party as its first London mayoral candidate 14 years later. When 
this did not happen, he ran as an independent - despite an earlier promise not to do 
so — and won. 

In 2004, having been readmitted to the Labour Party from which he had been ex- 
pelled, he ran for a second term, despite an earlier undertaking not to do so. Now he 
is seeking a third term in office. 

Mr Livingstone’s political career has been carefully constructed on an alliance of 
minorities and malcontents. As GLC leader and MP for Brent East, he deliberately 
cultivated the friendship of whatever groups that could deliver him significant elec- 
toral support. These included the Irish, the Afro-Caribbeans and the Muslims. They did 
not include — and have never included — the Jews. 

To please the Irish, he lavished praise on the Sinn Fein/IRA leadership, whom he 
went out of his way to meet, explaining that Britain's treatment of the Irish had been 
worse than Hitler's treatment of the Jews — a statement as obscene as it was untrue. 
To please the Afro-Caribbeans, with tears in his eyes he “apologised” for London’s role 
in the slave trade, brushing aside the obvious point that the present-day inhabitants 
of London cannot be held responsible for odious acts committed by others some 200 
and more years ago. And to please the Muslims — or, more accurately, some Muslims 
~ he invited to City Hall Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the Egyptian Islamic cleric best known for 
his support for suicide bombers, the execution of homosexuals, wife-beating and the 
destruction of the Jewish state. 

Last week the Muslims — or, more accurately, some Muslims — dutifully repaid Mr 
Livingstone by issuing a statement pledging their support for him “on all levels possible” 
in order to secure for him a third term in office. 

The statement lavished unstinting praise on Mr Livingstone for having been “an 
outstanding” mayor of London. He had, the signatories observed, “supported the Mus- 
lim communities of the city against racism and Islamophobia as well as other minorities 
against ail types of prejudice”. And while the statement was largely lacking in detail, 


it did mention that the mayor has apparently “constantly championed justice in the 
Middle East [and] ...freedom for the Palestinians”. 

It ended with a rousing call: “We the undersigned believe that it is in the best 
interests of the Muslim communities of London, and indeed all Londoners, to back Mr 
Livingstone in this year’s mayoral elections.” 

My first reaction on reading this statement was that, if I were a Muslim Londoner, 
I would be very angry indeed that it had been made at all. The 63 signatories are a 
motley and not very representative collection of the community. 

They include someone from “the Islamic Computing Centre in North London” and 
assorted clerics from London-based mosques — though not (I noted) from the two 
impressive London mosques whose guest I was privileged to be a month ago. 

Scarcely less serious is the fact that the statement gives the distinct impression 
that British Muslims are more concerned with what happens outside London (and Britain) 
than with the issues that confront Londoners of all faiths and none on a daily basis: 
housing, travel, crime, council tax, and so on. 

It's worth reminding ourselves at this point that the mayor of London is not paid 
to have views on the foreign policy of this country, but to manage, efficiently and 
effectively, the infrastructure of the capital. Whether Mr Livingstone has been manag- 
ing this infrastructure effectively and efficiently is a matter of great contention, on 
which the signatories to the statement are noticeably silent. 

But, if the mayor is determined to play the ethnic card, and if certain Anglo-Muslim 
interests are determined to indulge him, let me add that I can think of no reason 
why any London Jew (Orthodox, non-Orthodox, anti-Orthodox, Zionist, anti-Zionist, 
straight or gay) should give him a third term in office. 

I therefore urge you not to vote for him on May 1. 
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Ken lost us, then lost London 


16 May 2008 


What part did the Jews of London play in the ousting of its former mayor, Ken Living- 
stone? The circumstantial evidence is compelling, and points to a vindication of Nicky 
Gavron’s claim (reported in last week's JC) that a Jewish backlash made a significant con- 
tribution to his loss of office. 

In terms of first-preference votes, Ken actually did better in 2008 than in 2004 - 
as a proportion of the total of first-preferences, Ken polled 36.4 per cent in 2008 as 
against 35.7 per cent four years ago. 

The core “Ken” vote — partly a Labour vote but partly also a personal vote — held 
up remarkably well. When we factor-in the second-preference votes, the same 
conclusion holds true. Ken attracted 250,000 or so second preferences in 2004, but 
over 303,000 in 2008. 

But holding on to your core voters was never going to be enough to win in an 
election in 2008 radically different from the contest of 2004. Voter turnout in the 
London mayoral election has been rising ever since the first poll in 2000. Then just 
over one third of registered voters bothered to vote. In 2004 turnout rose, modestly, 
to 37 per cent. Two weeks ago it shot up to a staggering 45 per cent - staggering, that 
is, when measured against the apathy that has customarily accompanied English local 
elections hitherto. 

In fact, in some areas of Greater London turnout was even higher — almost 50 per 
cent in Bexley & Bromley, 49 per cent in Croydon & Sutton, and in West Central London, 
48 per cent in Barnet & Camden , 46 per cent in Havering & Redbridge. 

And whilst there are not that many Jewish voters in Bromley or Croydon, there are 
a great many in Barnet, Redbridge and West Central (Westminster and Chelsea). 

Ken needed to pick up most of these extra votes. He failed to do so. The Conserva- 
tive share of first-preference votes rose from 28.2 per cent to 42.5 per cent - a full six 
percentage points ahead of the Labour first-preference total. Boris Johnson then de- 
livered the coup-de-grace by attracting almost 258,000 second-preferences, whereas 
in 2004 the Tory candidate had polled only 222,000 second-preferences. 

Historically, the Jewish vote in London has been largely Conservative - the in- 
fatuation with Labourism and Communism in the period 1918-45 was an aberration. 
To get Ken out of City Hall, Boris Johnson needed to find extra votes, and many of 
these were potential Jewish Tory votes - if only they could be enticed into the polling 
booths. The recent London mayoral contest was in fact decided by around 150,000 
electors who might otherwise have stayed at home but who were “got out” by a ferociously 


efficient election machine — Boris’s Barmy Army. 

Here in Barnet, Ken Livingstone did not bother to put in one media appearance 
during the campaign. The Barmy Army was out in force. Here in Barnet, and in adja- 
cent Brent and Jewish Redbridge, the message was tailored to play on Jewish fears of 
what Ken might do if given another four-year term. 

I have dwelt before in this column on Ken’s numerous anti-Jewish indiscretions. 
Each can no doubt be explained away as a slip of the tongue, an innocent mistake, a 
momentary lapse. Taken together, however, they constitute a dossier. Even as the day 
of the poll approached, Ken could have taken a deep breath and issued an effusive, un- 
ambiguous apology for the hurt he had caused many - most - of the Jewish citizens 
of London. He did not do so. Was this because he was unable to appreciate the hurt 
he had caused? In which case he is hardly the man to speak for a great multi-ethnic 
metropolis. Or was it because he was too proud, or too stubborn? In which case he is 
lacking in that basic humanity that we expect of our political leaders. 

London’s Jews are like London’s non-Jews, only more so. We care about the 
environment, public transport, street crime. But we also want as our mayor someone 
whom we can trust. 

At one level it does seem odd that on May 1, so many of us should have placed this 
trust in Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson, a New-York born Old Etonian whose great- 
grandfather was a minister in the Ottoman Empire. But the circumstantial evidence 
points unmistakeably to this conclusion. Large numbers of Jewish voters seem to 
have gone out of their way to vote for Boris; in so doing they helped eject Red 
Ken from City Hall. 
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ORTHODOXY and 
NON-ORTHODOXY 


óh 


| n my Inaugural Professorial Lecture delivered in the University of London in 19891 

I drew attention to the religious polarisation that was then already well devel- 
oped in British Jewry. One aspect of this development has been the increasing tension 
between the orthodox and non-orthodox camps. This tension first erupted in the 
1840s, following the establishment of the West London Synagogue of British Jews - 
the country’s first ‘Reform’ congregation — at the beginning of 1842. But although 
tempers were frayed at times there was never an outright schism. 

In particular we should note that (Ashkenazi) Chief Rabbi Hermann Adler apparently 
had no qualms in attending the memorial service — held at the West London — for the 
philanthropist Frederic Mocatta in 1905, and that four years later both he and his 
Dayanim [the judges of his Ecclesiastical Court] accompanied the coffin of the West 
London’s first minister, the Reverend Professor David Woolf Marks, to its final resting 
place in the West London's cemetery. Clergy of the United Synagogue — notably Rabbi 
Simeon Singer — preached in non-orthodox places of worship and, as Meir Persoff has 
reminded us in his recent in-depth study of these events, Adler and his Dayanim not 
only attended Marks’ funeral, but also his memorial service, also held at the West London, 
which boasted a mix-sex choir. 

Hermann Adler's successor, Dr Joseph Hertz, followed and extended these precedents. 
In 1934 he attended the opening of the West London’s extension — the Stern Hall. He 
was also careful to maintain a dialogue with the Liberal Jewish movement, founded at 
the beginning of the 20th century in part as an act of rebellion against the perceived 
lukewarm radicalism of the Reformers. In 1925, in the course of a celebrated series of 
sermons attacking ‘New Paths’ in Judaism, Hertz lambasted the Liberal movement for 
its “parodying of true Judaism.“ Nonetheless he agreed to certify the Liberal Jewish 
Synagogue as a body of persons professing the Jewish religion, so that it might be 
recognised by the state for the purposes of conducting marriages, and in 1939 he 
afforded the same certification to the Liberal community in Liverpool.” 

These niceties disappeared following Hertz’s death in 1946. Hertz’s concessions 
to the ‘left’ (so to speak) outraged the ‘right,’ and in post-war Britain this right-wing, 
bolstered (and funded) by sectarian-Orthodox refugees from Nazism (and, later, from 
Communism) began to flex its communal muscles. Hertz’s successor, Israel Brodie, 
lived in the shadow of this resurgent right. He famously declined (1961) to appoint as 


1. Reprinted in G. Alderman, Controversy and Crisis: Studies in the History of the Jews in Modern 


Britain (Brighton, Massachusetts, 2008), chapter 1. 
2. These events are analysed in G. Alderman, Modern British Jewry (2nd edn, Oxford, 1998), 35 - 37. 


3. M. Persoff, Faith Against Reason (London, 2008), 138-9. 
4, Ibid., 219. 
5. Alderman, Modern British Jewry, 355. 
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Principal of Jews’ College the young rising star of centrist Orthodoxy, Rabbi Dr Louis 
Jacobs, and later (1964) vetoed Jacobs’ appointment to the prestigious New West End 
Synagogue. In both cases the grounds were that Jacobs did not believe that every 
word of the Pentateuch had been dictated to Moses by the Almighty. 

The Jacobs’ Affairs continued — and continue - to haunt British Jewry. In my columns 
of 22 August 2003 and 6 January 2006 I reflected on the manner in which Rabbi 
Jacobs had been treated — more especially by the present Chief Rabbi, Sir Jonathan 
Sacks. But I have also directed my column to criticism both of ‘faint hearts’ within the 
orthodox fold, who (it seems to me) have simply lacked the courage to outface such 
bigotry (column of 8 March 2002) and to the behaviour of the non-orthodox move- 
ments, who have I believe encouraged this bigotry by an apparent obsession with 
obtaining — in some sense — its approval (column of 7 July 2006). Nor, it seems to me, 
is much to be gained by attacking orthodox institutions - particularly schools - simply 
on the grounds that they are orthodox (column of 25 May 2007). The ‘progressive’ 
need to find their own confidence and plough their own furrow. And there are, at last, 
encouraging signs that they are doing just that (column of 26 September 2008). 

Though not by training a demographer I have, from time to time, used my JC column 
to reflect upon what one might term the ‘politics’ of Anglo-Jewish demography. I 
drew attention to some dangers of this politics in my column of 23 August 2007, 
while on 1 August 2003 I focussed upon some compelling evidence of the existence 
of a large number of Anglo-Jewish ‘unattached’ - who have no synagogue or other 
communal affiliation but who are quite ready to identify themselves as Jewish or as 
having had a “Jewish upbringing.” 

On 8 December 2006 I asked whether, in view of its pluralisation and polarisation, 
one could any longer speak of ‘British Jewry.’ “British Jewry (I wrote) is no longer a 
homogeneous community, but rather a series of communities.” I might have added 
that some of these communities are no longer on speaking terms with each other, and 
that in my view this amounts to a Chillul Hashem — a profanation of the Divine Name 
and (therefore) a true obscenity. 


Orthodoxy has no need of these ‘bans’ 


8 March 2002 


“The former head of the London School of Jewish Studies has vented his frustration at 
the Orthodox ban on dialogue with non-Orthodox rabbis in Britain.” 

So began an item in last week’s JC arising from a public comment made by Rabbi Dr 
Abner Weiss, whose resignations from both the LCJS and Marble Arch United Synagogue 
the JC made public at the end of February. 

I read Rabbi Weiss’s comment with incredulity. I know of no “Orthodox ban” on 
dialogue with non-orthodox rabbis. I am aware of statements made by the Beis Din of 
the United Synagogue, but such statements hardly amount to an “Orthodox ban”, do 
they? Who - apart from the Dayanim of this particular Beis Din and their supporters 
and sycophants — takes this particular Beis Din seriously? 

So let's learn some history, shall we? 

Chief Rabbi Hertz regularly met with non-orthodox rabbis in Britain. He even gave 
a certification for marriage-registration purposes to the Liberal Jewish Synagogue, 
London. That is to say, he explicitly declared that the LIS was “a body of persons pro- 
fessing the Jewish religion”. For good measure, in 1934 he attended the opening of 
the Stern Hall extension to the West London Reform Synagogue. 

Chief Rabbis Brodie and Jakobovits maintained friendly dialogues with non-orthodox 
rabbis. Brodie did so in spite of the fact that, under pressure from Dayan Abramsky 
and Rabbi Dr Isidore Epstein he declined to appoint Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs to succeed 
the embittered Epstein as Principal of Jews’ College, on account of Dr Jacobs’ alleged 
heresy. Epstein’s role in the Jacobs’ Affair, which stemmed largely from Epstein’s wish 
to remain Principal and not to be forced into retirement, has never been fully explored 
- but that is another story. 

Jakobovits (it will be recalled) was accustomed to host, in his official residence 
(85 Hamilton Terrace, London) meetings of a committee cheekily titled “The Consul- 
tative Committee on Jewish-Non Jewish Relations”. The convenor of this committee 
was Rabbi Tony Bayfield, a former Chairman of the Assembly of Rabbis of the Reform 
Synagogues of Great Britain. Amongst the attendees were also Rabbi Sidney Brichto, 
then Director of the Union of Liberal & Progressive Synagogues and Rabbi Maurice 
Unterman, whose pulpit was at the Marble Arch Synagogue from which Rabbi Weiss 
has just resigned. 

I had the privilege of meeting and making friends with Rabbi Unterman during the 
last years of his life. You cannot imagine an orthodoxy deeper or more genuinely based 
on halachah and yirat shamayim (‘Fear of Heaven’) than that which he practised. The 
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idea of the “Consultative Committee” came from him, as he felt - rightly — that the 
well-being of the Jewish communities of Britain needed to be discussed, from time 
to time, by the recognised rabbinical leaders of these communities meeting formally 
but - and here’s the rub - away from the public limelight. 

The Consultative Committee needed to meet in private, without publicity, because 
the signs were already ominous of the arrival — or rather the resurgence — of a bigoted 
and intolerant pseudo-orthodoxy. How this pseudo-orthodoxy was born, and how it 
resurrected itself after the Holocaust, is also another story for another day. Suffice 
it to say that in the post-Jacobs world it has been able to position itself as the self- 
proclaimed Guardian of the Faith. Because of his right-wing credentials Jakobovits 
was able to confront this neo-orthodoxy and to function in spite of it. This has clearly 
not been the case with his successor, Rabbi Dr Sacks. 

And so we arrive at the state of affairs which confronted Rabbi Weiss when he 
arrived in London from Los Angeles. In the USA, orthodoxy is confident without being 
complacent. Orthodox rabbis routinely meet and communicate with non-orthodox rab- 
bis, especially within the excellent framework of the local Jewish ‘federations’. These 
meetings and this dialogue in no way constitute an acceptance of religious dogma. 
Nor, in any way, do they legitimate in the eyes of those who participate in them un- 
acceptable theological perspectives. They are simply necessary in order to facilitate 
items of business which are of concern to Jews of different religious outlooks. 

As an example, I may cite the dialogues which took place and are taking place be- 
tween orthodox, conservative and reform religious leaders in New York to resolve problems 
of agunot in the wake of the Islamic attack on the World Trade Center last September. 

This common sense approach is now almost entirely absent in this country. The 
pseudo-orthodox have been allowed to call the shots. And it is they who are permitted 
to define the parameters of orthodox rabbinical conduct. This explains why Dr Sacks 
wrote his now infamous 4-page letter to Dayan Padwa, Av Beis Din of the Union of 
Orthodox Hebrew Congregations, seeking to excuse his attendance at the memorial 
meeting for Reform Rabbi Hugo Gryn by writing at great length about Gryn’s apostasy 
and describing him with the Hebrew phrase used by medieval rabbis to describe Jesus 
of Nazareth. 

Whereas what Sacks should have said was: “Dear Rabbi Padwa, I know you oppose 
what I am going to do. But I believe it is right for me to attend the memorial meeting. 
I respect your views and I expect you to respect mine. Yours sincerely, etc, etc”. 

And Rabbi Weiss, if he had had the courage of his convictions, would have 
taken a similar line in relation to the alleged ‘Orthodox ban on dialogue with non- 
Orthodox Rabbis’. 

If, that is, he really did have the courage of his convictions. 


UK's strong signs of middle-Jewry spread 


1 August 2003 


What will British Jewry look like in 50 years’ time? 

This is not the sort of question a historian feels comfortable being asked. My 
business is with the past and the present, which can be viewed, however imperfectly, 
through the archives — the written, printed and recorded word, the buildings, the arte- 
facts, the musical and artistic achievements which past and present generations have 
left or are leaving. But the future? That’s an entirely different matter. 

However, preparing recently for a radio interview, I was told that I would be asked 
to think aloud about this very question: what will British Jewry look like in the middle 
of the 21% century? So I began to search for some straws in the wind, some reasonably 
reliable indicators to which I could anchor my reply. 

In the late-1980s, the community research unit of the Board of Deputies announced 
the total Anglo-Jewish population as being of the order of 300,000 persons, plus or 
minus 10,000. In 1996, the board suggested an even lower figure: 283,000. But an 
analysis recently carried out for the Institute for Jewish Policy Research by its fellow 
in European Jewish demography, David Graham, suggests the number of self-ascribed 
British Jews, based on the 2001 census, might be as high as 438,000. 

How are we to explain this difference? Has British Jewry really grown, and grown 
by that much, in a couple of decades? The 2001 British Census was the first since 1851 
in which respondents were asked about their religious beliefs. In blatant defiance of 
the prophecies of the communal doom-mongers, there was no mass revolt by British Jews 
when confronted with this question. On the contrary, a great many people who have 
no synagogue or other communal affiliation were quite ready to identify themselves, 
for census purposes, as Jewish or (in Scotland) as having had a “Jewish upbringing.” 

Indeed, I can go further. There has always been a religious question in the Northern 
Irish census. The answers to this question suggest that the number of persons living 
in the province who are prepared, on the census form, to acknowledge being Jewish 
is significantly higher than the number of persons who are paid-up members of the 
Belfast Hebrew Congregation. 

Either these “hidden” Jews are not Jews at all (and this of course depends in turn 
on how we define being a Jew), or they are almost completely secularised, but retain 
just enough Jewish ethnic identity to fuel a desire (in what is, after all, a highly tribalised 
society) to identify themselves as Jewish on a census return. 

The “attached” community, based on Mr Graham's computations, is of the order 
of between 300,000 and 320,000. This is not so very far removed from the estimates 
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produced 20 years ago. The broad conclusion I draw from this is not, therefore, that 
Anglo-Jewry has necessarily grown in size, but that the 2001 census has shed light for 
the first time on the outermost periphery of British Jewry — the completely “unat- 
tached” Jews, or persons of Jewish origin, who have left the community or whom the 
community is failing to reach. 

A second characteristic of British Jewry offered by the 2001 Census is that identifying 
British Jews are spreading themselves far and wide over the United Kingdom. There is 
no county in England in which Jews are not to be found. For much of the 20" century, 
British Jews deserted the once-thriving communities that had grown to maturity in 
the great industrial cities of the Victorian era, and concentrated instead in London 
and Manchester. The high cost of living in these two great conurbations, combined 
with the relocation of service industries out of London, is, it seems, persuading some 
identifying Jews that there is a good life to be had in areas which Jews were deserting 
half-a-century ago. 

Beyond the administrative boundaries of Greater London, in the “home” and nearby 
counties, Jewish communities are on the increase. The fastest growing Jewish community 
in Britain today is apparently to be found in Ipswich, Suffolk. 

But along with this movement outward from municipal centres and city suburbs 
has come increasing religious fragmentation. We are, in fact, and have been for some 
considerable time, a mosaic of religiously distinct and separate communities. What 
fascinates me is the evident dissolution of the broad centre-ground which was previously 
the mainstay of the Jewish communities in Britain. 

On the one hand, this broad centre has tried to be more ecumenical - more inclusive 
(to use the Chief Rabbi's phrase). For instance, I have in front of me the programme of 
a summer training seminar for governors of Jewish voluntary-aided schools, organised 
by the United Synagogue on May 18 last. One of the speakers was Dr Helena Miller, the 
director of education at Leo Baeck College — which is, of course, the religious training 
college of the Reform and Liberal movements. 

On the other hand, this very inclusivism is driving people to the right - even with- 
in the Spanish and Portuguese congregations, among whose adherents is now to be 
found - as the JC recently reported — a “pseudo-Charedi” wing. This would have been 
unthinkable 50 years ago. 


As to the future, well, I fear that the process of fragmentation has not yet run 
its course. 


The odour of rabbinic politics 


22 August 2003 


Some years ago my wife and I spent a weekend at the New Ambassador Hotel, 
Bournemouth. This hotel is licensed by the London Beth Din. Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs 
and his wife were also present. At the hotel’s Sabbath morning service I was offered 
an aliyah. I asked whether Rabbi Jacobs could leyn for me. The request was readily 
granted. Indeed Rabbi Jacobs had already leyned - beautifully - for himself a few 
minutes beforehand. 

I tell this story because I am totally bemused by the more recent goings-on at this 
delightful Dorset watering place, on the edge of Thomas Hardy country. Far from the 
madding crowd? It doesn’t look like it, does it? 

We have all read that Mr Lionel Rosenfeld, minister of the Bournemouth Hebrew 
Congregation, banned Rabbi Jacobs from being given an aliyah at the July 26 Sabbath 
service that preceded the wedding of Rabbi Jacobs's granddaughter. He appears to 
have done so on orders from the London Beth Din. I don’t know about you, but as soon 
as I read this, I began to sniff the strong odour of rabbinic politics at work. Because I 
doubt that the senseless melodrama enacted at Bournemouth last month had much, if 
anything, to do with the theology espoused by Rabbi Jacobs. 

In an article such as this I cannot hope to do justice to this theology, which I do 
not myself share. I do hope, however, that Rabbi Jacobs will forgive me if I offer the 
following crude paraphrase. 

In 1957 Rabbi Jacobs, an alumnus of Gateshead, published his book “We Have Reason 
To Believe.” Rabbi Jacobs does not believe that every word of the Hebrew Bible was 
dictated by the Almighty. In other words, he does not espouse the notion of Torah min 
hashamayim — that the Torah represents (as it were) God Direct. 

From the point of view of Orthodoxy this is an heretical position. But is it any 
more heretical than the view vocally espoused by a section of the Lubavitch move- 
ment today, that the late Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson was/is the Messiah? Is 
it any more heretical than the view of the present Chief Rabbi, publicised by him last 
year, that Judaism can learn from other faiths? 

In 1957 the Chief Rabbi was Israel Brodie, a man whose name does not im- 
mediately spring to mind when one looks back on the Gedolei Torah of the immediate 
post-war era. 

Brodie carried out his office in the intellectual shadow of the Talmudic genius 
Dayan Yechezkel Abramsky (then in retirement but still a force to be reckoned with) 
and of the much-published principal of Jews’ College, Rabbi Dr Isidore Epstein. Brodie 
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himself was disposed not to take much notice of Rabbi Jacobs’s book. Indeed in 1961 
Brodie appointed Rabbi Jacobs as lecturer in pastoral theology at Jews’ College. There 
is in fact an interesting hiatus of some four years between the book's appearance and 
Brodie’s decision, allegedly on theological grounds, that Rabbi Jacobs could not 
succeed Rabbi Epstein as Jews’ College principal. 

I say “allegedly” because there is compelling evidence (recounted to me by the 
late Rabbi Dr Sidney Leperer) that the non-appointment of Rabbi Jacobs had less to 
do with theology than with the personality of Dr Epstein, who (quite understandably) 
regarded his own enforced retirement as a waste of talent. 

The principalship of Jews’ College became vacant at the wrong time. So did the 
pulpit of the New West End synagogue, for which Rabbi Jacobs was nominated two 
years later. Dr Brodie was prepared to agree to this nomination, on condition that 
Rabbi Jacobs provide a written repudiation of his published views on the nature of 
divine revelation. When Rabbi Jacobs refused to furnish this statement, United Synagogue 
president Isaac Wolfson made it clear that there was no way in which he was going to 
permit Dr Brodie’s ecclesiastical authority to be undermined. And, at an infamous 
meeting of the United Synagogue Council (April 23, 1964), the entire board of manage- 
ment of the New West End was dismissed. 

In life, timing is everything. Rabbi Jacobs wrote the wrong book at the wrong time 
and in the wrong place. And he has been made to suffer for it ever since. 

I don't agree with Rabbi Jacobs's theology. But he is a man of great intellect and 
Jewish learning. In terms of intellectual greatness I would rank him much higher than 
Dr Brodie, Dr Epstein, Dr Jonathan Sacks and even Mr Rosenfeld. And, incidentally, I am 
not impressed in the slightest by the pathetic excuse that in prohibiting Rabbi Jacobs 
from being given an aliyah, Mr Rosenfeld was merely carrying out the diktat of the 
London Beth Din. Does Mr Rosenfeld make a habit of consulting the Beth Din before 
giving each and every aliyah at his synagogue? 

I'm even less impressed by the excuse given by a spokesperson for Dr Sacks, that 
this prohibition, against Rabbi Jacobs, was in accordance with something called the 
Stanmore Accords. Or rather, if it was in accordance with the Accords of Stanmore, 
insofar as they relate to expectations of participation by non-Orthodox ministers in 
Orthodox services, I’m left wondering why Rabbi Jacobs was ever permitted to take 
any part in the Bournemouth service last month. 

And why was he permitted, some years previously, to leyn for me in a hotel, in the 
same town, supervised by the same Beth Din? 


‘Greatest’ too great for the top job? 


6 January 2006 


I was shocked - but pleasantly so — on hearing the news that JC readers had voted 
Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs the greatest British Jew. 

I do not propose to recount the events of the “Jacobs Affairs” that rocked British 
Jewry between 1957 and 1964. Rabbi Jacobs was persecuted merely on account of the 
views that he held, and published, on the divine origin of the Torah. 

As I have written here before, the fact that Rabbi Jacobs does not believe that 
every word of the Hebrew Bible was written by the Almighty is no doubt upsetting to 
many of his fellow Orthodox Jews. But it comes a good deal lower down the Richter 
scale of heresy than, say, the view held by a section of British Jewry that the late 
Rabbi M. M. Schneerson was/is the messiah, or the much-publicised declaration of the 
present Chief Rabbi that Judaism can learn from other faiths. 

When I went up to Oxford in 1962, the “Jacobs Affairs” were much discussed in 
the university's Jewish Society. Whenever Rabbi Jacobs came to speak to us, the 
meeting was packed. Jews and non-Jews (of whom there were several who were paid- 
up society members) came to hear him not because they necessarily agreed with his 
views, but because he was prepared to enter into dialogue with them on their terms. 
He was (and remains) a teacher, not a preacher. And, like all great teachers, he listens 
carefully to what he is asked, and offers challenging and at times uncomfortable and 
disturbing responses. 

Louis Jacobs answered the questions we wanted to ask, but which most Orthodox 
rabbis of that era were simply not equipped intellectually to confront. Faith is all very 
well; if you have it, good for you. But, as Maimonides came to realise, for most ordinary 
mortals, faith is usually not enough; it needs to be bolstered by reason. It was this 
need that Louis Jacobs met, and continues to meet. 

Since plenty of treif food is healthy and wholesome, why keep kashrut? In an age 
when most working people enjoy one if not two days off each week, why observe Sabbath? 
If God is omnipotent, of what use to him are our prayers? Since yichud (intercourse) is a 
halachically recognised form of marriage, why bother with a chupah? 

These were the sorts of questions my parents (bless them) could not answer, and 
which other rabbis I had met were simply incapable of answering. Rabbi Jacobs did 
not decline or evade a single one. What is more, his answers were thought-provoking, 
and rooted in the sources. 

Speaking at a Jewish Book Week event two years ago, I was asked what difference 
might have been made to the history of British Jewry had there been no “Jacobs Af- 
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fairs,” and had Rabbi Jacobs succeeded. to the principalship of Jews’ College in 1961, 
as Chief Rabbi Brodie had led him (and everyone else) to expect. 

This sort of question — what if? — is not one that historians generally feel comfort- 
able with. It is known as counterfactual conditional analysis. History concerns itself 
with the factual - what happened — not with what might have happened, the counter- 
factual. But just this once I am going to indulge myself, up to a point. 

Had Rabbi Jacobs become principal of Jews’ College, he would have been in a 
strong position to succeed Rabbi Brodie as Chief Rabbi. 

The man who actually succeeded was, of course, Immanuel Jakobovits. What seems 
to have clinched the appointment of Rabbi Dr Jakobovits was his rabbinical stature; his 
secular education — to doctoral level; and his standing in the Charedi world. 

Rabbi Jacobs had been educated at both University College London and at Gateshead, 
and had once been an assistant minister at the synagogue established in Golders Green 
by Dr Eli Munk, who had himself acted as presiding rabbi of the Union of Orthodox He- 
brew Congregations, the Adass. 

In 1965, when Rabbi Brodie retired, Rabbi Jacobs was just 45 years of age, a little 
older, in fact, than Rabbi Jakobovits. The age factor (which certainly told against 
Rabbi Kopul Rosen when, at the age of 35, he had been passed over in favour of the 
much less brilliant Rabbi Brodie, in 1948) was clearly not an issue. 

Beyond this, I’m not prepared to speculate. I will say that Sir Jonathan Sacks, 
Jakobovits’s successor and the Chief Rabbi whom we have now, may be a brilliant 
scholar, and is certainly a powerful speaker, but he is all too ready to shift his stance, 
now saying one thing to please the left, and now the opposite, to please the right. 
Two years ago, over-fearful (as he always has been) of what the right might say, or do, 
Rabbi Dr Sacks rewrote parts of a book he had published on the theme of the need to 
respect different religious faiths. 

In 1961, Rabbi Jacobs could have agreed to rewrite “We Have Reason To Believe,” 
thereby removing the obstacle to his appointment as Principal of Jews’ College. To his 
eternal credit, he chose not to. That is why — if I may repeat a phrase employed by so 
many others — Louis Jacobs is the best Chief Rabbi we never had. 


Dream on, you Progressive Jews 


7 July 2006 


On January 20 1997, the Chief Rabbi wrote a letter in Hebrew to Rabbi Chanoch Padwa, 
Av Beis Din of the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations. In that letter, he assured 
Rabbi Padwa that he need not believe a word of the speech that he, Dr Sacks, was about 
to make at a meeting called to eulogise the late Hugo Gryn, an Auschwitz survivor, media 
star and hero of the Reform movement, in which he was a senior rabbi. 

“Great pressure was exerted upon me,” Dr Sacks wrote, “to participate in the funeral 
and in the memorial service for their ‘rabbi,’ Hugo Gryn. This I did not do... for to have 
attended would have been to confer legitimacy upon Reform religious ceremonies, 
and upon his perverse work within the Reform movement.” 

Chief Rabbi Sacks went on to refer to the late Rabbi Gryn as “oso ha’ish” (“that 
man”), the phrase used in the Talmud to describe, pejoratively, Jesus of Nazareth. In 
fact, the entire, four-page letter may be summarised as a comprehensive rubbishing of 
Hugo Gryn and of Reform Judaism. 

Those of you who can remember that far back will also recall that when the JC 
published a somewhat expurgated translation of the letter (on March 14, 1997), all 
hell (to put it mildly) broke loose. Jonathan Sacks had come into office on a platform 
of “inclusivism” which meant (for I myself had, at his request, had a number of con- 
versations with him about this) that each section of British Jewry must treat every 
other section with understanding and respect. Indeed, in his definitive setting out of 
this philosophy, “One People?” (1993), the Chief Rabbi had praised “liberal Judaisms” 
for having (and I quote) “played their part in keeping alive for many Jews the values 
of Jewish identity, faith and practice.” 

The ill-considered but at the same time carefully written letter to Dayan Padwa 
was both a landmark and a signpost. It marked the end of the policy of inclusivism, 
which Dr Sacks had surrendered in his quest for acceptance in the eyes of the so- 
called, growing, strictly Orthodox right. And it signalled - to the Progressives — that, 
when push came to shove, they were always going to be sacrificed on the altar of 
Sacksian political correctness. 

But the Progressives have been in denial ever since those momentous events. 
Rather than plough their own furrow and travel further down the road on which their 
rebellious forebears set out 200 years or so ago, they've allowed themselves to be 
seduced by the dream of acceptance as equals by the Orthodox. 

In pursuing this sterile policy, they were and remain on a hiding to nothing. On 
November 3 1998, the lay leaders of the Masorti, Liberal and Reform movements met 
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at the Stanmore residence of the then president of the United Synagogue, Elkan Levy, 
to sign the “Stanmore Accords.” The aim of these agreements was indeed praiseworthy: 
to halt the public exchange of insults and to set up a consultative machinery with 
rabbinical membership. 

Whether any of the esteemed individuals who signed the Stanmore Accords actually 
believed in them I do not know. But I do know that the accords were never meant 
to be taken seriously. They were meant to appease the Progressives in the wake of 
the Gryn affair (which had resulted in the public ridicule of Dr Sacks and pressure on 
him to resign). That, my Masorti, Reform and Liberal friends, is what Stanmore was all 
about. Not one United Synagogue rabbi blessed the accords. As for the Sephardim, the 
Federation and the Union, I do not think that even a call from the Messiah would have 
induced them to recognise the Stanmore agreements. 

So when I learn that the Orthodox editor of the Jewish News is refusing to accord 
equal treatment to non-Orthodox views on its “Torah” pages, I am not the least bit 
surprised. When I read the vitriolic attacks on Progressive Judaism in the pages of the 
Jewish Tribune, I don’t blink an eyelid. 

When I'm told that the Jewish Association of Business Ethics has, on the orders of 
the Chief Rabbi, turned its face against any exposition of business principles that is 
not authentically Orthodox, I yawn very loudly. When I hear Orthodox rabbis dectare 
that Progressive Judaism is not Judaism at all, but an altogether different religion, I 
ask: so what's new? 

What really upsets me is the sight of Progressives feeling sorry for themselves. 
This bleating, this quest for the unattainable, has to stop. Apart from anything else, 
it’s an insult to the Progressive movements’ founding fathers’ and mothers’ idealism. 
Their ashes must be turning in their funeral urns. 


British Jewry does not exist 


8 December 2006 


My mother died earlier this year. She was an avid enthusiast for ceremonial — British 
as well as Jewish. This was not only because she was a patriot — Jewish as well as Brit- 
ish. She believed, as I do, that ceremony is replete with meaning. 

One of my mother’s favourite ceremonies was the annual service of remembrance 
at the Cenotaph, which takes place on the second Sunday in November. “Favourite” is 
perhaps not the right word, as Remembrance Sunday is a solemn occasion commemorating 
those who have fallen defending this country in war. It is, of course, in part a Christian 
religious service. My mother (who was a nurse during the Second World War) never 
actually attended the service. But she watched it, religiously, on television. 

Her younger brother (my late uncle) had been in the RAF and was shot down and 
killed just before I was born in 1944. Another brother had fought with Montgomery 
at Alamein. The Cenotaph service helped my mother connect with these events. And 
she was always particularly pleased that each annual service was attended by the 
Chief Rabbi (and of course by other religious leaders). The presence of the Chief Rabbi 
pleased my mother because it served, in her mind, to confer a certain Jewish legitimacy 
on the commemoration. 

The last Cenotaph service that my mother watched was in November 2005. She 
was struck by something that had in fact happened on several previous occasions, 
but which she seemed not to have noticed before. There were two Jewish religious 
leaders at the ceremony. Yes, Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks was there. But so was Rabbi 
Tony Bayfield. My mother rang me that evening. Who was Rabbi Bayfield? Why was he 
there? Didn't the Chief Rabbi represent all British Jews? 

My mother is, in death, very close to me. In her memory I watched the Cenotaph 
service a few weeks ago. Rabbi Bayfield stood there, in the ceremony, a few feet away 
from Rabbi Sacks. I remembered my mother’s questions, and the answers I had given. 
And I was reminded of these questions, and my answers, when I saw the photographs, 
in the JC last week, of the sumptuous reception, attended by the Queen and the Duke 
of Edinburgh, commemorating the 350th anniversary of the so-called Re-admission of 
the Jews to England. Sir Jonathan Sacks was there. So was Tony Bayfield. British Jewry 
is no longer a homogeneous community, but rather a series of communities. We who 
partake of these communities have known this for a long time. Now the British state 
has taken on board and has recognised this fact. 

Such was the gist of the answer I gave my mother. There is no such thing as “British 
Jewry.” Perhaps there never was. The Sephardim and Ashkenazim who “resettled” in 
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England 300 years ago knew this very well. They referred to themselves as “the two 
nations.” Their leaderships met together as the occasion demanded. But for the most 
part they led quite separate lives. 

In the 19" century, attempts were made to fuse the two nations into one, by trying 
to persuade the Sephardim to abandon their own spiritual leadership and recognise 
that of the Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi instead. This attempt failed. Adherents of Reform 
Judaism were eventually admitted to membership of the Board of Deputies. The Jewish 
chaplains appointed on the authority of Chief Rabbi Hertz during the 1939-45 war 
included representatives of British Jewry’s progressive wings. 

But the progressives have now come of age. They too have a seat at the top table. 
Don’t take my word for this. Watch next year’s Cenotaph service. At the other end of 
the religious spectrum of British Jewry we have a rich tapestry of Charedim, a colour- 
ful but quarrelsome bunch who sometimes do not recognise the legitimacy of each 
other, let alone of those further to the left of the spectrum. Again, don’t take my word 
for this. Read (if you have the stomach for it) the correspondence columns of the 
Jewish Tribune. 

I seem to be specially blessed. Throughout my life I have been able to move easily 
along this spectrum. With my feet firmly planted in an orthodoxy that models itself 
on that of the 18th-century Talmudic genius Rabbi Elijah Kremer (the Vilna Gaon, who 
stressed the importance of secular as well as religious learning), I seem able to move 
with ease in progressive, centrist orthodox and Charedi circles, praising and criticising 
each as I see fit. 

Earlier this year I prayed for the first time at the tomb of my hero, the Vilna Gaon. 
Among my requests I asked that each of British Jewry’s communities be given the 
strength and self-confidence to treat every other section with critical respect. I hope 
I was not asking too much. 


| worry about Masorti outreach 


25 May 2007 


In 1962 I made the leap of a lifetime. I exchanged the Orthodox Jewish home in which 
I had been brought up for a suite of rooms (including a bedroom all to myself, a luxury 
I'd not enjoyed before) in the oldest part of Lincoln College, Oxford. Now I knew, of 
course, that Oxford University was a religious foundation, and, indeed, that the full 
title of my college (founded in 1427) was “The College of the Blessed Mary and All 
Saints, Lincoln, in the University of Oxford, commonly called Lincoln College”. I knew 
that the college had an Anglican chaplain (we became close friends) and a chapel. I 
knew that those — like me — in receipt of scholarships were expected to recite an An- 
glican grace (in Latin, naturally) at dinner. I knew that I could expect some attention 
from Christian missionaries. 

Still, may parents and I agreed that I should accept the scholarship because of 
the first-class education that I would receive. I asked for and was granted exemption 
from reciting grace. My religious identity was scrupulously respected. The education 
I received was indeed second to none. But the one thing that it never occurred to me 
to do was to insist, demand or even expect that Lincoln College Oxford would bend, let 
alone abandon, its religious ethos just to suit me. 

Quite frankly, this would have struck me as chutzpah of the worst possible kind. 
After all, I had chosen to attend the college. No one had forced me to attend. My 
parents and I made the choice of our own free wills. And if you join a club — any club 
— you must, surely, agree to play by its rules, not yours. 

This view is evidently not shared by the Assembly of Masorti Synagogues. 

I have read with genuine amazement the JC's reports of the steps being taken 
by the Masorti movement in response to the presence of strictly Orthodox out- 
reach organisations at the Jews’ Free School, Kenton. A telephone hotline is being 
established to give comfort and support to Jewish secondary-school pupils who feel 
“uncomfortable” about the work of certain Orthodox outreach programmes. Masorti is 
also planning to offer “advice” sessions to such pupils and their parents. 

And as I sat down to write this column, a friend telephoned me with details of an 
even more breathtaking development at another school run under the auspices of the 
United Synagogue, where a local Masorti rabbi seems to have decided to challenge the 
authority of the local Orthodox rabbi who is the official religious adviser to the school. 

Something is stirring. I suggest to you that what is stirring — or rather, what is 
doing the stirring — is the Masorti movement. And I further suggest that the origins 
of the kerfuffle at JFS — as at the other school (not a million miles away, incidentally) 
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Playing the numbers game 


23 August 2007 


A month ago, the Jewish Tribune, the self-proclaimed “Voice of Angto-Jewish Orthodoxy”, 
ran a front-page headline proclaiming: “We are heading for a majority by 2050.” 

New research, it announced, “shows Orthodoxy will dominate Anglo and American 
Jewry”. The JT was kvelling. Citing the “latest research” by a Manchester academic, 
the JT told its readers what they wanted to hear — that “if current trends continue, 
Charedi Jewry will constitute a clear majority of both American and British Jews by 
the second half of this century”. Other newspapers, both here and in Israel, picked up 
on this sensational story. It was front-page news in the JC the following week and has 
generated a lively, not to say heated, debate. 

In principle, I’m not at all worried about the debate, but I am greatly concerned 
that much of it appears to be ill-informed, and some of it positively mischievous. My 
reservations have been confirmed both by my own dialogue with the Manchester 
academic in question and by my reading of another report, written at the behest of 
the Jewish Leadership Council, earlier this year. 

The Manchester academic in question is Dr Yaakov Wise, a PR professional who 
holds an honorary position at Manchester University. Dr Wise has been generous 
enough to share with me a little of the background to the JT's titillating report. 
Apparently, a group of professionals in the north of England collaborate in an annual 
monitoring of Jewish population trends. This is an entirely admirable exercise. But on 
what assumptions is this monitoring carried out? The answer, given to me by Dr Wise, 
is that the group bases its calculations on circumcision records and its own database 
of Charedi families. 

This crucial information was embedded in the JC story of August 3 but had been 
omitted from the JT’s report a week earlier. Neither report mentioned one other 
piece of information that is indispensable if we are to reach an informed interpre- 
tation of the figures: the JT's report apparently excluded those not considered to 
be “halachic Jews.” 

So far as the normal readership of the J7 is concerned, this will occasion no surprise. 
Far from being “the Voice of Anglo-Jewish Orthodoxy”, the JT is in fact the organ of 
the Agudas Yisroel movement, which in the UK constitutes a peripheral segment of 
the rich and varied profile of Jewish communities that flourish in this country. 

Any demographic study of British Jewry must take into account the intense- 
ly pluralistic nature of contemporary Anglo-Jewish society, as well as important 
changes that are taking place in Anglo-Jewish lifestyles. Whatever anyone may 
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think of these, they are facts. 

The existence of flourishing non-Orthodox synagogal communities is a fact of 
Jewish life in modern Britain. These communities are in membership of the major 
representative communal bodies. No demographic projection can ignore them. 

Scarcely less significant are lifestyle changes. In a demographic sense, these in- 
clude the use of hospital procedures rather than mohelim for circumcisions and the 
tendency among some Jewish couples to live together as partners rather than as 
spouses. Again, what you or I may think of such practices is irrelevant. No serious 
study of Anglo-Jewish demographic trends can disregard them. 

So let me turn to the report — or rather the “scoping paper” — commissioned by the 
Jewish Leadership Council and dated April 2007. The paper, co-authored by Board of 
Deputies senior research officer David Graham and his colleague Daniel Vulkan, pur- 
ports to argue that in the “non-strictly Orthodox sector” there will be an over-supply 
of Jewish day-school places “within just a few years”. But in a footnote that deserves 
to be reproduced in bold on every page of the paper, the authors admit that “no clear 
cut-off exists between strictly Orthodox and mainstream”. So it seems to me that the 
paper must be read with a large pinch of koshering salt. 

As for Dr Wise and his northern friends, they must take greater care that in future, 
their research is not exploited by the political imperatives of Charedi-ism. 

Whatever their own personal religious beliefs, they must learn to put these on one 
side if they wish the fruits of their investigations to gain general acceptance. 


A Reform chief rabbinate soon? 


26 September 2008 


So much has already been written about the Statement of Community Collaboration 
jointly authored by the Reform, Liberal and Masorti movements that I hesitate to add 
to the discussion. I do so only because I don’t think that the significance of the Statement 
can be properly understood without taking a long-term view of its origins and meaning. 
Blame the historian in me if you like. 

I cannot believe that the Statement would ever have been issued during the life- 
time of Rabbi Louis Jacobs who — whatever his actual title - was in fact the Moro 
D'asra of the Masorti movement in this country. The Moro D’asra (“The Master of the 
Place”) is the ultimate religious authority, towering over any Beis Din by virtue of his repu- 
tation, learning and charisma. That was the position occupied by the late Rabbi Jacobs 
within Masorti Judaism in this country. 

But Rabbi Jacobs’s theology could be located squarely within the minhag Anglia 
- the theory and practice of the United Synagogue as it existed between its foundation 
and, say, the end of the Second World War. Divine service at Rabbi Jacobs’s New London 
Synagogue was little different from that of the United Synagogue during that era. 
His supporters were drawn to him partly for that very reason. On account of his views 
on the origin of the Torah he may well have been considered a heretic in some quar- 
ters. But his rabbinical diplomas — granted by highly reputable Orthodox rabbis in the 
north of England - were never revoked. 

So people who joined the New London Synagogue could believe, and claim with 
some truth, that they had simply become members of an alternative Orthodox estab- 
lishment. This is clearly no longer the case. The current move must if it continues 
result in the birth of the Jewish equivalent of the United Reformed Church, into which, 
for the greater good of their Calvinist beliefs, a number of non-Anglican churches 
agreed to sink their remaining differences some 36 years ago. And, viewed from this 
perspective, such a Jewish equivalent will make Anglo-Jewish “unity” in this country 
less rather than more likely. 

But what does Anglo-Jewish “unity” actually mean? As far as the Union of Orthodox 
Hebrew Congregations (UOHC) is concerned, the Judaism preached by Dr Jacobs (their 
spokespersons routinely refuse to refer to him as “Rabbi”) was not Judaism at all. Nor 
is there, in their eyes, anything — repeat, anything — remotely “Jewish” about Reform 
or Liberal “Judaism”. 

And I cannot believe that the framers of the Statement of Community Collaboration 
ever supposed that it would be treated, by the Charedim, with anything other than the 
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utter contempt in which the Charedim hold those framers'and everything they stand for. 

But the reaction of the United Synagogue is a different matter. Thus far we have 
heard only some emollient noises and some well-crafted waffle from the US's lay 
leader, Simon Hochhauser. From Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks, its spiritual head, we have, 
thus far heard nothing. But these gentlemen know that they have a big problem on 
their hands. 

The problem was in fact expertly foreshadowed by Sir Jonathan in his famous letter 
(January 20, 1997) to Rabbi Chanoch Padwa, the late Moro D’asra of the United Ortho- 
dox Hebrew Congregations. Justifying his decision to attend a memorial meeting for 
Rabbi Hugo Gryn, Sir Jonathan pleaded that if he did not go some way towards ap- 
peasing the reformers, they might establish their own “Chief rabbinate” and persuade 
the government to somehow recognise them as an alternative but (and here’s the rub) 
authentic representative voice of the Jewish people in this country. 

This is indeed what could happen if what we might term the United Reformed 
Synagogue (URS) sees the light of day. So, whilst on the one hand this unwelcome 
apparition must be contained, on the other it too must be appeased. And the re- 
cent declaration of partial independence by the United Synagogue’s Council of Rabbis 
points the way ahead here. Whilst at “head office” little will change (if the URS leader- 
ship thinks, for instance, that Sir Jonathan will welcome children of non-Orthodox 
conversions into his schools they are living in cloud-cuckoo-land), at local level some 
concessions might be made - for instance, sharing platforms at meetings of neigh- 
bourhood policing committees. 

A decade ago I would have said that the non-Orthodox would have accepted such 
crumbs. I do not think they will do so now. 


V 


ORTHODOXY and 
ULTRA-ORTHODOXY 
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f,on the one hand, Orthodoxy has been under attack from those who reject its core 
| tenets as thoroughly outmoded, it has been assailed on the other by those who 
claim that its core tenets are not outmoded enough. 

The rise of ‘ultra’ or ‘sectarian’ Orthodoxy has been one of the defining contours of the 
topography of the Jewish world post-Holocaust. Emancipation, which had promised so much 
to the Jews of Europe, ended in its destruction on an unimaginable scale. Ultra-Orthodoxy 
is best viewed as a post-Holocaust reaction against Emancipation and all that went with it: 
equality before the law; the pursuit of a secular education alongside a religious one, entry 
into the wider, professional and secular worlds, equality (of sorts) for women alongside men. 
Ultra-Orthodoxy, to a greater or lesser extent, rejects all this, finding comfort and solace in- 
stead in a ghetto existence that is nonetheless real for being spiritual rather than physical. 

In the UK the impact of Ultra Orthodoxy has been very substantial. A half-century ago 
one would not have spoken in such terms, and one would scarcely have imagined just how 
extensive this impact was destined to become. The broad outlines of this history have 
been recently traced by Dr Min Freud-Kandel! who nightly locates the tuming-point in 
the fortune of British Ultra Orthodoxy in the Chief Rabbinates of Israel Brodie (1948 - 65) 
and Immanuel Jakobovits (1967 - 91). An intellectual lightweight with no claim what- 
ever to Talmudic scholarship, Brodie owed his appointment to his Oxford education and 
his thoroughly English manners. That is not to imply that he was not sincere in his wish 
to rebuild the bridges between the various forms of orthodoxy over which he reigned. He 
was. But he was simply not up to the job. And in his comprehensive mishandling of the 
‘Jacobs’ Affairs’ he poured fat onto the fire rather than oil on troubled waters. 

The man who did have the intellect, and the claim to Talmudic scholarship, was 
Brodie’s successor, Jakobovits. A definitive account of the life and times of Immanuel 
Jakobovits, the first Chief Rabbi to be raised to the peerage, remains to be written. In 
default, the best account we have is still that penned by the late Chaim Bermant and 
published in 1990 - a work all the more remarkable because it was an ‘authorised’ biog- 
raphy. Nonetheless, Mr Bermant did not pull his punches: “His [Jakobovits’s] failures 
as a bridge-builder ... arise not so much from his abhorrence of progressive doctrines 
as his conviction that the Orthodox have everything to teach and nothing to learn.” 

Jakobovits, moreover, came from the world of Ultra-Orthodoxy, and was bound to 
pay deference to it. In 1991 he was succeeded by Jonathan Sacks, who was immedi- 
ately suspect in the eyes of the Ultra Orthodox because he did not come from that 
world but wished, desperately, to be accepted by it. 

Both in the UK and in the wider Jewish world the Ultra Orthodox have thus found a 
new sense of confidence and self-importance. Incredibly, Gateshead — a small, rather 
grubby town in the north-east of England that is home to an historic community of 
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Ultra Orthodox — has become one of Ultra Orthodoxy’s strongest redoubts (column, 15 
November 2002). An Orthodox edict that is not accepted in Gateshead is barely worthy 
of the name, whilst an edict that originates in Gateshead has an unrivalled potency. 

The Ultra Orthodox feel that the future of Jewry belongs to them — and, indeed, that 
to them alone has the Almighty entrusted its future. In their introspective, gossipy world 
(see my column of 8 November 2002) they claim the sole authority to decide who Jews 
are, what Judaism is, and how its tenets should be enforced. In relation to the wider Jew- 
ish communities of the UK this haughtiness and egotism have had some very unfortunate 
not to say malicious consequences. I dealt with one of these — their refusal to accept the 
halachic validity of the eruv? authorised by the Court of the Chief Rabbi to be erected in 
north-west London - in several JC columns, notably those of 7 March and 8 August 2003, 
shortly after the eruVs inauguration. To ignore the eruv is a matter of choice. To verbally 
abuse and discriminate against those who recognise and use it is unadulterated spite. 

I have referred to the world of the Ultra Orthodox as “gossipy.” Genuine orthodox 
Judaism abhors the gossip and the rumour-monger. Amongst the Ultra Orthodox, how- 
ever, hearsay, tittle-tattle and scandal are commonplace (columns of 2 July 2004 and 
20 October 2006). Any interpretation of orthodoxy that does not accord with Ultra- 
Orthodox norms is invariably condemned, no matter how well grounded it may be in 
Talmudic precedent (column of 7 May 2004). To the Ultra Orthodox the end always justi- 
fies the means (columns of 17 October 2003, 11 November 2005 and 16 February 2007), 
even if the result is to create anti-Jewish prejudice where none has existed hitherto. 

In Israel the leverage of the Ultra Orthodox has been strengthened by their political in- 
fluence, which is underpinned by an electoral system that gives disproportionate influence 
to minority parties. Most Ultra Orthodox sects are non-Zionist and some (notably Neturei 
Karta) are anti-Zionist. In 2005 an embarrassment erupted in the UK when it became clear 
that the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations had been funding Neturei Karta (column 
of 14 April 2006). In England many Ultra Orthodox are demonstrably contemptuous of 
secular education (column of 8 August 2008). But in Israel the Ultras have been able to 
secure an opt-out from the basic requirements of the state’s educational framework whilst 
continuing to receive state funding (column of 28 August 2008). Scarcely less astonishing 
is the approbation apparently given by their rabbinical leaders to the (often physical) en- 
forcement of sexual mores (columns of 1 December 2006 and 3 October 2008). 

Of all the Ultra Orthodox communities the most controversial are the adherents of the 
Lubavitch movement, amongst whom are to be found genuinely heretical Jews who regard 
the late rabbinical leader of the movement, M. M. Schneerson, as the messiah. In my column of 
4 January 2008 I reflected upon this movement, in the context of a financial scandal that re- 
flected some of the worst characteristics of Ultra Orthodoxy and those who preach its virtues. 


3. Asymbolic boundary within which the carrying of permitted items and the pushing of perambulators 
is permitted on the Sabbath 
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Gossipy blot on the charitable landscape 


8 November 2002 


To most JC readers, the world of the “strictly Orthodox” - the Charedim — is a closed 
book. It is not a world which most British Jews inhabit, or to which they would ever be 
able to gain entry, assuming they wanted to. 

Externally, its members can easily be recognised by the clothes they wear, in the 
strictly demarcated geographical locations in which they congregate. But, of their 
internal world — the Yiddish-speaking schools; the men’s yeshivot and the girls’ semi- 
naries; the arranged marriages (sometimes preceded by the filling out of intimate 
questionnaires by the prospective bride and groom); the large families; the dynastic 
ambitions and rivalries; the average Anglo-Jew knows little and probably cares less. 

This is a pity, not least because the world of the Charedim, to which I consider 
myself privileged to have access, and within which I am proud to number some of my 
closest friends, is characterised also by astonishing charity and unlimited kindness. 

It is, for example, a world of great wealth but also real poverty. Among the 
Charedim, wealth is considered a gift from heaven, given on loan and on condition 
that it is used wisely. The rich are judged not by their wealth per se but by the uses to 
which they put this wealth. 

Among the Charedim, it is by no means unusual for a wealthy benefactor to pay for 
the wedding of a bride from a poor family, and to consider it a privilege, a mitzvah, to 
be able to spend in this way the money with which the Almighty has entrusted him. 

Charedi communities are close-knit, and they constitute mini-welfare states, with 
an array of formal and informal social services and community support mechanisms 
that would put a Labour government to shame. Indeed, I have often thought that the 
Charedi communities of the world must constitute one of the last bastions of true 
socialism, in full working order. 

Nor is the world I am describing necessarily puritanical. To be sure, it has its taboos. 
Charedim do not go to the theatre or (save in special circumstances) the cinema. Outside 
of sifrei kodesh - holy books - their reading material is limited. You won't find them 
frequenting night clubs or discos. But the Charedi world is not teetotal — far from at. 
Charedi music is vibrant and their enthusiasm for it is truly infectious. 

I am, however, describing a world which is highly introspective and, in terms of 
religiosity and religious observance, highly competitive. In a Charedi community, the 
meaning of privacy is highly circumscribed. Charedim spend far too much time watching 
each other for signs of religious “weakness.” Ostensibly, this is done in order to support 
each other, and to foster religious self-disciptine. This can, I admit, be a source of immense 


strength. It can also be a source of great weakness. In the world I am describing, gossip — 
the telling and re-telling of unsubstantiated tittle-tattle - abounds. In moral terms, 
this can have very unpleasant consequences. 

In its issue of October 10, the Jewish Tribune's resident columnist, Councillor Jo 
Lobenstein, the former mayor of Hackney, who, for reasons best known to himself, 
writes under a pseudonym (“Ben Yitzchok”), regaled his readers with a fantastic story 
from the Charedi township of Kiryat Sefer, in Israel. 

He told of how a girl had been expelled from a school in the township because the 
headmistress alleged her parents had a television in their house. For most Charedim, 
TV is treif. The shocked parents, protesting their innocence, agreed that their house 
could be searched. No television was found. It seems that two girls had visited the 
family, and had reported back to the headmistress that they had seen a television, 
whereas what they had actually seen was a microwave oven. 

I honestly do not know how true this story is. But let’s suppose it’s true in every 
particular. A frum headmistress listened to gossip without checking her facts first. A 
family was put through the humiliation of what a rabbinical correspondent in the 
Tribune of October 17 described as “a degrading house search.” As another correspondent 
put it, the numerous breaches of halachah - Jewish law — evident in this tale merit 
more investigation than the mere possession of a TV set. 

The reason that many Charedim, fearful of their own moral weakness, regard television 
as treif is because (as one of them put it to me), “it’s like having an open sewer running 
through your home.” I don’t happen to agree with this view but I do respect it. 

My colleague, the late Professor David Regan, of Nottingham University, a Charedi 
Christian (if you get my meaning) told me he refused to possess a TV for much the 
same reason. 

For some years, in Charedi communities worldwide, there has been a veritable 
witch-hunt against TV. Applicants to Charedi schools in London are asked to give 
assurances that their parents neither watch nor possess one. 

I respect those who do not wish to watch TV, but I unreservedly condemn the cult 
of the Charedi communal gossip which this witch-hunt is spawning. 
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North-Eastern authority is not just local 


15 November 2002 


Gateshead is not the sort of place that attracts visitors. In its Victorian heyday, it 
was a thriving, grimy, industrial city, typifying the adage that muck and money go 
together. It now boasts a fine sports stadium and an imposing shopping centre. 

But its drab architecture tells you Gateshead never had any ambition to emulate 
the grandeur of the City of Durham or to reproduce, on the south bank of the Tyne, the 
civic pride of Newcastle, on the north bank. 

Northern England has plenty of religious landmarks. But you would not immediately 
associate Gateshead with any of them. Unless, that is, you are Jewish. 

In the past few weeks, I've explained to a succession of friends and professional 
acquaintances why Gateshead - of all places - should figure so prominently in the 
furore that has followed the publication of Chief Rabbi Dr Jonathan Sacks’s The 
Dignity of Difference. 

At the end of my story, I've had to emphasise, as I am doing now, that Gateshead 
has at last realised an extraordinary ambition: to become the undisputed centre of 
Jewish religious Orthodoxy in the UK. And I've had to insist that Rabbi Bezalel Rakow, 
the communal rav of Gateshead, is now the undisputed final authority on matters of 
Jewish religious Orthodoxy in this realm. 

The Gateshead kehillah began its life at the end of the 19' century, when a number 
of frum Jewish immigrants walked over the bridge from Newcastle — whose lax Jewish 
ways they could not abide. And, if it is any consolation to him (which it probably isn’t), 
Professor Sacks is not the first Chief Rabbi to feel Gateshead’s wrath. 

When, in 1926, this strictly Orthodox community announced it was going to establish 
a yeshiva, whose effective patron was the saintly Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan of Radin 
(Poland), Chief Rabbi Hertz went meshuggah. 

He begged the anti-Semitic, Conservative Home Secretary, William Joynson-Hicks, 
to refuse entry to Rabbi Avrom Sacharov, whom Kagan is reputed to have personally 
chosen to head the institution. And Joynson-Hicks complied. Hertz was determined 
to preserve the status of Jews’ College, in London, of which he was the head. He was 
certainly not prepared to stand idly by while a rival centre established itself some 250 
miles to the north. 

If Hertz had succeeded, the present Chief Rabbi might have been spared a great 
deal of trouble. But Hertz failed. In 1929, the Gateshead Yeshiva was inaugurated 
and, in 1930, with a Labour government in power, its supporters were able to secure 
the entry into England, as head of their yeshiva, of another Kagan nominee, Rabbi 


Nachman Landynski. 

Supported by refugee businessmen, who were permitted to immigrate from Nazi 
Germany to the depressed North-East, the Gateshead kehillah established a formidable 
network of religious institutions - the yeshiva itself, a girls’ seminary, teacher-training 
and postgraduate facilities - which made it the largest Orthodox Jewish educational 
complex in post-1945 Europe. 

Gateshead has neither wanted nor needed the services of a Chief Rabbi in London. 
Hertz had let it be known that he was prepared to certify to the government that the 
Gateshead kehillah was a community of professing Jews for marriage registration purposes 
only if Gateshead would first recognise his authority over them. 

Gateshead was having none of this. So, rather than acknowledge his authority, 
the kehillah put up with the inconvenience of inviting local non-Jewish registrars 
to its wedding celebrations, thus combining civil and religious marriage ceremonies 
without Hertz’s intervention. 

You can see, can’t you, that Gateshead Jews are an independent lot. The community 
was conceived as an act of rebellion, was born in rebellion, and matured to adult- 
hood in rebellion. Like the northern barons whose independent frame of mind wea- 
ried a succession of London-based monarchs in medieval and early modern times, the 
Gateshead kehillah knows what it is and what it wants, and will not be deflected from 
its purpose. And it has appointed a succession of tough, no-nonsense, no-watering- 
down-of-halachah rabbis to rule over it. 

Bezalel Rakow is in this mould. When the public plea he and Rabbi Joseph Dunner 
of London made to Chief Rabbi Sacks, that his book be withdrawn, was ignored, Rabbi 
Rakow appealed for support to the greatest living Torah scholar, Rabbi Yosef Elyashiv 
of Jerusalem. And he got it — as he must have known he would. 

Most members of the United Synagogue have never evinced the slightest interest 
in theology. To the extent that they have read The Dignity of Difference, or extracts 
from it, they may wonder what all the fuss is about. Well, the rabbis of the United 
Synagogue - a significant number Gateshead-trained — know very well what the fuss 
is about. Even as “left-wing” a United Synagogue rabbi as Jeffrey Cohen, of Stanmore, has 
acknowledged as much. 

When Professor Sacks publishes the revised version of the book, Rabbi Rakow, 
the communal Rav of Gateshead, will examine its every word. He will then announce 
whether it is kosher or treif. And he will be able to act in this way because he - and 
not the London Beth Din — is now the undisputed final authority on matters of Jewish 
religious Orthodoxy in this realm. 
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Voted out, staying out and crashing out 


7 March 2003 


The Anglo-Charedi world is in turmoil again. As I have argued before in this column, 
this is a world that plays a major part in the affairs of Anglo-Jewry. Whether this is, 
or is not, a welcome development is beside the point. The fact is that, had it not been 
for this world, the Chief Rabbi would not have had to publish a revised edition of The 
Dignity of Difference. That's power. 

So why all the turmoil? Well, it’s not because of the Chief Rabbi’s book. Three issues 
now dominate the agenda of the British Charedim. The first relates to Israel. The second 
relates to the London eruv. And the third relates to the space-shuttle disaster. But 
there is one common theme that unites all these discontents. 

In Israel, those who claim to speak for the Charedim believe they are facing a 
disaster. Before the recent Knesset elections, the Ashkenazi Charedi clans in Israel 
established a unified list of candidates: United Torah Judaism. But UTJ polled a mere 
132,158 votes and won only five seats. Many Charedim turned their back on the list 
and voted for other, dare I say, “secular” parties, like Likud. 

Although the Charedim generally ban post-mortems, they are conducting one into 
this debacle, and I can reveal the preliminary conclusion of the autopsy. UTJ, with 
its emphasis on Sabbath-observance, censorship and exemption from army service, 
is no longer seen, by a majority of Charedim, as having an agenda that sufficiently 
addresses Israel's national priorities. 

It's not that the majority of Charedim don’t feel these issues are important. 
They are simply fed up with the narrow-minded, self-serving factionalism that now 
characterises the Charedi world. And this development, which should be welcomed 
by all right-thinking and God-fearing Orthodox Jews, has come as a shock to British 
Charedim, whose worst fear has now materialised — the establishment of a “secular” 
government in Israel, over whose deliberations they are likely to have little influence. 

As if this prospect were not sufficiently shocking, another is causing yet more 
loss of sleep. I refer to the inauguration of the long-awaited North-West London 
eruv. Following Dayan Chanoch Ehrentreu’s public shiur on the laws relating to the 
eruv, this unprecedented project has now been launched. Although my family lives in 
North-West London, our residence is outside the boundary of the Barnet eruv. None- 
theless, I have always been an enthusiast of the idea, and I congratulate everyone 
(not least in the United Synagogue) who has laboured so energetically, for so long, to 
bring the project to fruition. 


For two years, I lived in the neighbourhood of Kew Gardens Hills, New York. This is 


the nearest I shall ever get to dwelling in a shtetl. My apartment was surrounded by 
dozens of shuls and kosher shops. Kew has an eruv, as do other Jewish districts that 
border it. Pamphlets and websites give maps and other details of all of these eruvim, 
including the places at which one can cross from one eruv to another. 

Most American cities with Orthodox Jewish populations have eruvim, though you'd 
be hard put to discover the poles and other fixtures. Jewish communities pay for the 
construction and maintenance. Most Non-Jews couldn't care less. If you're Orthodox, 
living in an area bounded by an eruv has distinct advantages, especially for families 
with young children and for the elderly. If you are not concerned about such matters, 
you will ignore the eruv and it will ignore you. 

So why is the Anglo-Charedi world getting its knickers in a twist over the Barnet 
eruv? Why has the rabbinate of the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations warned 
its members not to make use of the eruv? Dear reader, put out of your mind any idea 
that halachic issues are the root of the problem. If Dayan Ehrentreu, head of the 
United Synagogue’s Beth Din, says the eruv’s kosher, that’s as glatt as it gets (and I’m 
not a US member.) What irks the rabbis of the Union is that they are not in on the 
act. They fear that a significant proportion of their members will use the eruv in what 
they would regard as a public display of disloyalty. And they are simply unable to rise 
above the politics of the situation. 

The unacceptable face of Charedi politics is also to be seen in a dispute that would 
be funny if it were not so tragic. We all - well, almost all - admired the bravery and 
heroism of Colonel Ilan Ramon, who died in the Columbia disaster. Colonel Ramon 
came from a non-religious background yet he was careful to plan his ill-fated space 
flight in consultation with halachic authorities, and to keep, in space, the laws of 
kashrut and Sabbath. Now, in certain Charedi quarters, there is a whispering campaign 
against him, or rather against his memory. The reason? It is feared that he, a non- 
religious Jew, will become a role-model for Jewish youngsters. 

If those who claim to speak for British Charedim want to know why so many of their 
flock deserted the UTJ list in the recent Knesset elections, they need look no further 
than this most distasteful outbreak of slander-mongering to understand why. 
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More of those splinters of our discontent 


8 August 2003 


In this column last week, I painted a picture of what the Jewish communities of Britain 
might look like in 50 years’ time. I pointed out that the process of fragmentation 
tooked to me as if it was proceeding at a fair old rate, and that, in my humble opinion, 
we were witnessing the dissolution of the broad centre-ground which had hitherto 
been the mainstay of the Jewish communities in Britain. 

Little did I realise how deeply the process of fragmentation had eaten into the 
fabric of British Jewry as you and I have known it. This week, I want to draw attention 
to a remarkable if not entirely unpredictable rift within the Anglo-Charedi world. 

Two more-or-less adjacent strictly Orthodox communities in North-West London 
are experiencing schism. 

In the North Hendon Adass Yisroel synagogue, a small group of families - no 
more than a dozen, I’m told - has apparently signalled its wish to move to other 
premises. In the Hendon Adass, a larger group is already looking for an alternative 
place of worship, having made semi-public its profound disenchantment with Adass 
family values. 

As in all schisms, there are immediate and less immediate causes of this rift. In 
both synagogues, the immediate cause is the vexed issue of the Barnet eruv. As keen- 
eyed JC readers will know, the rabbinate of the Adass — the Union of Orthodox Hebrew 
Congregations — has gone out of its way publicly to condemn the Barnet eruv as hav- 
ing been constructed in defiance of halachic norms. What the rabbinate of the Union 
actually means is that the eruv has been constructed without its participation and in 
defiance of its particular interpretation of halachah. 

The plain fact is, however, that the eruv carries the hechsher of the London Beth 
Din, and in particular of its chief dayan, Chanoch Ehrentreu, whose roots lie firmly 
within the Adass world. The learned dayan himself has been observed using the eruv. 

To put the matter in a nutshell, the eruv has split the Adass world in North-West 
London. I have it on excellent authority that shidduchim — arranged marriages, which 
are common in that world - are actually being called off because one of the two 
contracting families objects to marrying into another which has the effrontery to 
recognise the kashrut of the eruv, and make use of it. 

At all events, those members of the Hendon and North Hendon Adass synagogues 
who use the eruv have had enough of the abuse and spiteful name-calling from those 


who don't. And, as a result, they are walking away from a world they now perceive as 
oppressive and intolerant. 


The eruv is the immediate casus belli, the final straw. But there are longer-term 
irritants that have been festering under the surface for some considerable time. One 
of them has to do with television. The rabbinate of the Union regards television as 
treif. Historically, Adass members have not been television-owners, or viewers. To be 
honest, I don’t watch television much, and I would certainly agree with the Union 
rabbinate that most of today’s television output is rubbish, and that some of it is 
dangerous rubbish. But in today’s world television has its uses, especially for education 
and business purposes. 

However, in the Adass world, a situation now exists in which the purchase and use 
of a television by parents can result in their children’s being denied places in Orthodox 
Jewish schools. When, some years ago, the Beis Ya'akov girls’ secondary school in 
Hendon bravely refused to exclude children whose parents had television, some parents 
withdrew their girls from the school and established a rival seat of learning, lest their 
daughters be “corrupted” by contact with “television” families. 

When the Union was in its infancy, Adass parents routinely sent boys to the Hasmonean 
secondary school, also in Hendon, which had been founded by the mighty Rabbi Solomon 
Schonfeld, “Rav” of the Union and son of its founder. Not any more. Although the 
religious ethos of the Hasmonean is policed by its three “elector” rabbonim — Rabbis 
Dunner, Feldman and Roberts (and it would be difficult to name three rabbis more 
typical of the disdainful Adass outlook on the secular world than these) - the more 
sectarian parents have for some time turned their backs on the school, and now send 
their sons to the Menorah or Pardes House schools a few miles away. And, when a 
shidduch is being arranged, the school attended by the aspiring groom can make all 
the difference. 

In the 19th century, Jewish Orthodoxy hesitated to confront modernity. Unwilling 
because intellectually unable to distinguish between what was good and what was 
not so good in a world then undergoing revolutionary change through the enlightenment 
and the industrial revolution, leading rabbis (and I am thinking particularly of Moses 
Schreiber of Pressburg) condemned, wholesale, everything that was “new” — including, 
I might add, Jewish political emancipation. Reform Judaism owed its birth, in part, to 
the rejection of this outlook. 

The present schism in the Union has faint exhoes of these debates. What we're 
witnessing is a fundamental realignment of values within the Anglo-Orthodox world 
and further fragmantation within British Jewry. 
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Testing that fails some fundamental tests 


17 October 2003 


Did you read the outrageous, full-page advert published recently in the Anglo-Jewish 
press? No, not the three-fifths-of-a-page ad in the JC (October 3) placed by European 
Jews for a Just Peace. The text in that ad was, in my view, misinformed and in poor 
taste. But I consider it less objectionable than the whole-page ad that appeared in 
the Jewish Tribune six days later. 

Headed “Genetic Testing: Clarifying the Confusion,” it took the form of an essay 
over the name of Rabbi Uren Reich. Rabbi Reich’s purpose in writing it was to defend 
an organisation whose stated purpose is above reproach (rather like European Jews 
for a Just Peace, come to think of it) but whose actual impact has been to spread fear 
and foreboding. 

Most JC readers may well be unaware of the body that Rabbi Reich decided to take 
a whole page to defend. 

The organisation calls itself “Dor Yeshorim” - roughly translated, “Generation of 
the Righteous.” Dor Yeshorim is based in the United States, and its purpose is to carry 
out tests for a range of “recessive” genetic diseases that may be transmitted if both 
parents are carriers of the disease in question. 

These afflictions include Tay Sachs disease, which is found among a few Ashkenazi 
Jews (and also some French Canadians), and which is invariably lethal. 

Tay Sachs is a merciless affliction that leaves affected children blind, deaf, paralysed 
and mentally disabled. Sufferers rarely survive beyond a young age. My wife and I 
know of a couple who lost two children this way. They have others, thank God, who do 
not have the disease, though they could be carriers of it. 

Anything which can be done, in accordance with the highest religious and ethical 
standards, to eradicate such a dreadful disease has my support. 

Now, to the work of Dor Yeshorim... In the Charedi world, most marriages are 
arranged, with the prospective bride and groom having some but not very much say 
in what is decided on their behalf. Dor Yeshorim offers batch-testing for young men 
and women aged around 17 or 18 years, when they are about to leave their secondary 
schools and are considered to be of marriageable age. 

Each young person tested is assigned a code number. Neither the persons tested 
nor their parents are permitted to know the test results. When the time comes to 
arrange a shidduch, the code numbers of the prospective bride and groom are referred 
back to the Dor Yeshorim labs. The contracting parties will then be told whether it is 
advisable for the marriage to go ahead. 


At first glance, the system seems eminently sensible. And so I am sure it was 
when it was first launched. But what was originally a blessing has now become 
something of a curse. 

To begin with, there is the question of patients’ rights. If I go to a hospital for a 
test (never mind a test for which I have to pay), I have an unqualified right to know 
the result. In his advertisement, Rabbi Reich is quite clear that, in his view, there is 
no need to follow such a “man-made” code. “Personally,” he writes, “I have no regard 
for this consideration.” 

Then there is the policy of Dor Yeshorim in saying that it will not test anyone who 
has already been tested elsewhere. Rabbi Reich says that this is because the only 
people in this category who would want the anonymity of a Dor Yeshorim test are 
those who have been tested positive elsewhere. 

This is, in my view, a very big assumption. I might want my previously tested child 
tested by Dor Yeshorim because, in the Jewish world in which I choose to live, this may 
be the only way I can arrange a shidduch. 

And I am bound to ask, in all seriousness, how Dor Yeshorim checks whether there 
has been previous testing. Does it, for example, administer a lie-detector test to all 
prospective clients? 

And how, precisely, does the organisation ensure that those whom it does test 
- and whose names can therefore be entered into its secret shidduch databank — do 
not then immediately have another test elsewhere in order to know whether they are 
carriers of any of the diseases in question? 

Dor Yeshorim naturally levies a charge for its confidential services — currently 
around £100 per person tested. It has rejected demands for a full public declaration 
of its financial status, and Rabbi Reich condemns such demands as “preposterous.” 
They seem eminently reasonable to me. 

To the average JC reader, all this must sound meshuggah. I therefore ask my 
readers to remember that the Charedi world is a small world, in which gossip and 
rumour-mongering — to say nothing of superstition — are unfortunately rife. If Dor 
Yeshorim advises against a shidduch, the word soon gets around. 

Dor Yeshorim tests nowadays for non-lethal as well as lethal genetic disorders. 
This means that it has become a more general genetic screening service, which raises 
a host of moral issues. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that, whatever its original 
purpose, it now risks entering the murky realm of eugenics. 

In this realm, Dor Yeshorim finds itself with the challenge of preserving market 
share. I, for one, will be praying that it does not succeed. 
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It is most reasonable to take days off 


7 May 2004 


Last month, the JC's front page carried a remarkable story. Gershon Lopian, a Dayan of 
the Beth Din of the Federation of Synagogues and rabbi of the Yeshurun Synagogue 
in Edgware, had told his congregants that, if they visited Israel over a yom tov period, 
they need observe only one day as a yom tov (in common with residents of Israel), and 
not two as is customary in the diaspora. 

The practice of keeping the “second days” does not derive from the Torah. It is 
a rabbinic maxim, based on the fact that each yom tov in the diaspora should (it is 
argued) span the yom tov as celebrated in Israel. 

Nowadays, with a multitude of satellite-linked devices at our disposal, we ought to 
be able to do this with comparative ease. But in ancient times, the calculation of time 
difference was fraught with difficulties. So, to be on the safe side, the rabbis ruled that 
Jews who dwelt outside Israel should observe a two-day yom tov rather than one. 

Dayan Lopian has not departed from this ruling, though we might note that at 
least one Orthodox rabbi has done so. 

When the then Chief Rabbi of Rome spent Succot in London during the 1850s, the 
JC reported that he shocked his Jewish hosts by keeping only one-day yom tov. And, of 
course, even in the diaspora, Orthodox Jews observe only a one-day Yom Kippur. 

Nowadays, the major reason for adhering to the “second days” is said to be the 
purpose it serves as a reminder that we in the diaspora are living in exile. Return to 
live in Israel and you will be free of the second-day burden. 

By way of corollary, most rabbis have stipulated that, when we in the diaspora 
spend a yom tov in Israel, we should nonetheless observe the second days, because we 
have not emigrated there. 

Dayan Lopian comes from one of the most respected rabbinical families in this 
country. He is a distinguished Gateshead alumnus. If he gives a p’sak, we can be sure 
that it is grounded within a halachic framework. In giving this particular decision, he 
based himself on a ruling of the 18th-century Dutch rabbinical authority, Zvi Ashkenazi. 
And he stressed his ruling applied only to his own kehillah. 

Dayan Lopian has not abolished the second days. He has merely said that, in his view, 
those of his congregants who visit Israel need not observe the second days, though 
they can if they wish. This decision is nonetheless a courageous one, and serves inci- 
dentally as a reminder that the halachah is far from static — there is room for more than 
one perfectly valid opinion within the broad framework that the halachah provides. 

But the ruling has outraged some Charedim. Writing in the Jewish Tribune under 


his pseudonym “Ben Yitzchok,” their chief lay spokesperson, Councillor Joe Lobenstein, 
lost no time in trashing Dayan Lopian’s reasoned departure from what is merely a 
man-made custom. 

Referring to the exhortation of Moses (Deuteronomy 32, 7) to “remember the days 
of old and consider the years of generations past; ask your father and your elders and 
they will tell you [how to conduct yourself],” Ben Yitzchok wondered whether, before 
giving his ruling, Dayan Lopian had “considered what his saintly father and grandfather 
would have said on the subject.” 

I should be interested to learn from Councillor Lobenstein how Dayan Lopian is 
supposed to know what his father or grandfather would have said on the subject. Only 
those in touch with the spint world could possibly know the answer to this question. 
And if we are in touch with the spirits of the dead we are certainly transgressing the 
halachah, which forbids this type of extra-terrestrial activity (hence King Saul’s cam- 
paign against those who engaged in “necromancy”). 

And if, perchance, Mr Lobenstein happens to be in touch with Dayan Lopian’s 
father and grandfather, the least he can do is to come clean and tell us what they 
said to him. 

It is the besetting sin of the Charedim (bless them!) that they fall into the trap 
of believing that the more we Jews suffer in this world, the greater will be our reward 
in the next. They are still smarting over their defeat in the Battle of the North-West 
London Eruv, which ended, you may recall, in the victory of rabbinical common sense 
over pseudo-rabbinical obscurantism dressed up in halachic guise. I personally know 
members of the Hendon Adass synagogue who use the eruv on a regular basis. 

Indeed, not the least of the benefits that derive from the eruv is that it has split 
the Charedi world in North-West London (as I pointed out in a column last year) and 
has dealt this type of obscurantism a powerful blow. 

At the end of the day, each Jew and Jewess must be guided by the dictates of her 
or his own conscience, informed by whatever religious guidance they have sought. An 
Orthodox Jew of my acquaintance does not work on the intermediate days of Pesach 
and Succot. I do. We are both nght. 
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Slander, hypocrisy, error and jealousy 


2 July 2004 


It will take some time tor the dust to settle on the strange tale of Brian McCabe, from 
Dublin, who crossed the Irish Sea to attend the London School of Economics, was 
converted to Orthodox Judaism in the United States, and changed his name to Brian 
Yosef Maccaba. 

It will take some time not simply because of the sheer weight of dust that’s been 
thrown up by Mr Maccaba in bringing legal proceedings against Dayan Yisroel Yaakov 
Lichtenstein, the Rosh Beth Din of the Federation of Synagogues, whom he accused of 
slander, breach of confidence and harassment. 

The accusations of slander and harassment were (as the whole world now knows) 
thrown out by a jury at the High Court last week, leaving the judge to decide on the 
matter of breach of confidence. 

It will take some time for the dust to settle because much of it is floating around 
the fetid stratosphere that goes by the misleading name of ‘ultra-Orthodoxy.’ 

This is a world of which many JC readers probably know nothing. The Almighty - 
for reasons known only to Him — has seen fit to place me on its outermost periphery. 

From that vantage point, I am, from time to time, able to observe its deviousness, 
its spitefulness, its seemingly incurable addiction to rumour-mongering, its internal 
jealousies and its hypocritical sanctimoniousness. 

Whether this world is in fact Orthodox in any meaningful sense is a good question, 
which I don’t propose to answer here and now, save to say that I have often incurred 
its opprobrium by referring to its practices as ‘pseudo-Orthodoxy.’ 

The strange tale of Mr Maccaba, if nothing else, has strengthened my resolve to 
offer no apology for referring to this world in such terms. 

This is the world whose questionable inner workings have been laid bare through 
the public ordeal to which Dayan Lichtenstein and his wife and family have been 
subjected over the past few weeks. 

What I propose to do is not to rake over that ordeal, but rather to point to some 
aspects of the larger story which might otherwise escape your attention but which, in 
my humble opinion, deserve the greatest possible public scrutiny. 

I assume that Mr Maccaba underwent conversion quite voluntarily. 

In so doing, he took upon himself the obligations of Orthodoxy, one of which is 
not to bring a fellow Jew to a secular court (a) without having attempted to have 


the matter in dispute settled by a Beth Din and (b) without the permission of a Beth 
Din or a rabbi. 
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Tunderstand that Mr Maccaba consulted a rabbinical authority at each relevant stage. 
So I, for one, think it right that the Jewish community be told the name of the rabbi or 
Beth Din who gave permission for Mr Maccaba to sue Dayan Lichtenstein for slander. 

And, in accordance with accepted halachic norms, I would further suggest that 
this rabbi, or Beth Din, tell us the reasons which led him (or it) to make this 
extraordinary decision. 

Meanwhile, the Beth Din which converted him needs to revisit its procedures, see- 
ing as the allegations (relating to sexual harassment) made about Mr Maccaba by Dayan 
Lichtenstein have been found by an English court to have been substantially true. 

Another Beth Din which the strange case of Mr Maccaba has brought to public 
attention is that of the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations. Those of you who 
have followed the case will know that Mrs Nathalie Attar, the married woman who was 
the object of Mr Maccaba’s unwanted attention, attempted to have the matter heard 
before the Union's Beth Din. It, in the event, decided that the case was unproven. 

Spokespersons for the Union have tried frantically to distance it from the case as 
matters reached the secular courts. But the fact is that, if the Beth Din of the Union 
had returned a different verdict in 2001, the juggernaut which Mr Maccaba was 
determined to set in motion might have been stopped dead in its tracks. 

Indeed, we need to understand that any one of several Orthodox Batei Din could 
have stepped in to thwart Mr Maccaba in his desire to slap a writ on Dayan Lichtenstein 
and see him publicly disgraced. They did not do so. Why not? 

Was their reluctance — I wonder - due to jealousy? Did they quietly gloat at the 
prospect of seeing Dayan Lichtenstein, who has played a pivotal role in the renaissance 
of the Federation, humiliated if not actually ruined? 

I turn, finally, to Mr Clive Freedman, the Orthodox lawyer who accepted Mr Maccaba 
as a client. The language used by Mr Freedman of Dayan Lichtenstein (‘a man of God 
acting in a most ungodly manner’) struck me as utterly contemptible. 

I hope that Mr Freedman will now show himself enough of a mensch to ask for 
Dayan Lichtenstein’s forgiveness. 
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On patrol with the modesty police 


1 December 2006 


Warning: This article must not be read by any unmarried Jew or Jewess, or by 
those of a nervous or refined disposition. Once it has been read, the article itself 
- or preferably the entire edition of the newspaper - should be carefully locked 
away, or securely recycled. 


OK? Then let us begin. The Charedi world is getting its collective knickers in a 
twist yet again, but this time literally. Two weeks ago, some of the rabbinical sages 
who rule over this world — they included the nonagenarian Rabbi Elyashiv (of whom 
I've written previously in this column), and rabbis Michal Yehuda Lefkovitz and Nosson 
Zvi Finkel, heads respectively of the Ponevez and Mir Yeshivas ~ gathered in Jerusalem 
to address a carefully screened audience consisting exclusively of male, married 
yeshiva students. 

The discourses to which these students were treated did not address rarefied or 
obscure halachic matters. The learned rabbis were there to harness the power of the 
Charedi consumer in the latest war that they are waging against modernity. I am 
indebted to the Jerusalem Post for the text of a solemn declaration distnbuted at the 
gathering: “Each and every father and husband has an obligation to vigilantly ensure 
that his wife’s and daughter's dress is in accordance with the laws of modesty.” 

The learned rabbis complained that the dresses worn by Charedi women are too 
short, that their sheitels are too long, and that the blouses, shirts and sweaters they 
and their daughters wear are — oy vey! - too tight. How these rabbis, deeply im- 
mersed as I am sure they must be every moment of their waking hours in talmudic 
study, came to know these things I cannot tell, and what is more, my own well-known 
sense of modesty forbids me from dwelling too deeply on possible explanations. 

I can therefore only suppose, dear brethren, that God (from Whom, I need hardly 
remind you, nothing is hidden) told them about the over-short dresses, long sheitels 
and tight blouses. And that He also told them that (as the declaration explained) He 
requires blouses to be 10 centimetres longer than the waist-band of the skirt “so as to 
cover the midriff during all movements.” All movements. Got that? 

The organisers of this meeting explained afterwards that they intended to take 
drastic steps to see to it that these apparently divinely ordained hemlines, hair- 
styles and, er, so forth were strictly adhered to, and that recent trends indicating 


a move among Charedi womenfolk against these divine ordinances were vigorously 
suppressed. 
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In Jerusalem, the Charedim are taking a cautious approach. A female fashion 
counsellor is to be posted in each Jerusalem store serving Charedi communities to ad- 
vise on the latest trends in modest female attire. But in Bnei Brak, the policy is to be 
much more intrusive — zero-tolerance, in fact. Clothing stores in Bnei Brak will, after 
inspection (carried out by whom, I wondered), be issued with “modesty certificates” 
and emponia denied certification will simply be boycotted. 

An “activist” to whom the Jerusalem Post spoke “admitted that checking all the 
fashion stores in Bnei Brak was labour-intensive, but added that he knew several 
fellow activists who expressed their willingness to help out.” 

I'll bet he does. Just think of it. Rabbinic licence to go up and down all the aisles 
of knickers, push-up bras, open-crotch briefs, hipster shorts, suspenders, thongs and 
G-strings — not to mention the underwired camisoles and the blouses that are supposed 
to cover them (loosely speaking) - and to do this with a measuring tape. It’s every 
married yeshiva student's best nightmare. 

Volunteers will be falling over themselves to perform this latest “mitzvah,” and 
they will need an ice-cold mikveh in which to immerse themselves afterwards, and 
cool down. 

Given all the ills that beset this world, I would have thought that the male 
Charedim of Bnei Brak and Jerusalem would have better things to do with their time 
than waste it on such nonsense. But we need to understand that what lies behind 
this concern with the minutiae of female attire is a serious and deep-seated unwill- 
ingness (or perhaps plain inability) to confront and to come to terms with their own 
sexuality - which I suspect these men do not understand and are therefore fearful 
they cannot control. 

The learned brethren who organised the November 19 meeting need to examine 
themselves before they start examining the clothes and undergarments of their wives 
and female offspring. I have actually heard Charedi rabbis in London condemn girls 
and women who wear patent-leather shoes because they insist that the patent-leather 
might reflect, in some detail, the inner recesses of the skirts worn above them. In my 
book, anyone who reasons thus is in serious need of psychiatric help. 
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The extremists are taking over 


3 October 2008 


What are the salient characteristics of a “fundamentalist” creed? The dictionary will tell 
you that the adjective denotes the belief in the infallibility of a sacred text. But in com- 
mon parlance the meaning of religious fundamentalism goes far beyond such dogma, 
because almost all religious precepts require interpretation. Nowhere in the Pentateuch 
does it say that a Jew should not eat milk and meat dishes at the same meal; the fact 
that I myself do not do so derives exclusively from an interpretation of a biblical verse. 

Call me a fundamentalist if you like. But in ordering my life according to this 
interpretation I harm no one else. My fundamentalism is, at least in this respect, my 
own affair, an exclusively private matter. 

More often than not, however, religious fundamentalism tends to be much more 
than a merely private matter. If you accept an invitation to dine at my house, you will 
have to accept the separation of milk and meat. Of course, you do not have to accept 
the invitation. But suppose that I physically forced you to modify your behaviour so 
that it met the demands of my fundamentalism. We would then have done away with 
religious freedom, and would have replaced it instead with a form of tyranny. 

In Israel media attention has recently focused on the tyrannical leanings of rabbis 
Ephraim Luft and Yitzhak Meir Safranovitch. Rabbi Luft has established a “Committee 
for Jewish Music”. He contends that much of the music played at Orthodox functions or 
public events is not kosher. What exactly (you may ask) is music that is “not kosher?” 
Apparently, any music that is contemporary, and any that is “Western”. Any that uses 
“modern instruments” and any in which percussion (“the beat”) is emphasised at the 
expense of the melody. 

Modern music, he adds, is “disrespectful”, and leads people — especially young 
people — astray, resulting in low moral standards and threatening the collapse of 
civilised society as we know it. No wonder, therefore, that his committee has compiled 
a black-list of trefah musicians, and that, no doubt inspired by him, Charedi activists 
were recently able to secure the sacking from an Israeli radio show of a well-known 
disc jockey, Menachem Toker — despite the fact that Toker is himself Charedi. 

Meanwhile, Rabbi Luft’s brother-in-arms, Rabbi Safranovitch, has been hard 
at work enforcing female “modesty”. When I say “enforce”, I mean just that. Un- 
der Rabbi Safranovitch’s patronage, “modesty” squads operating under the um- 
brella of his Va'ad Umaan Tohar Hamachaneh (Council for the Purity of the Camp) 
patrol the highways and byways of Jerusalem beating up women who, in their view 
or in the view of their husbands or families, dress or behave in an “immodest” way. 
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In one instance a husband contracted with a “modesty squad” (to which he paid 
around £1,000) to attack his ex-wife with a club. In another, a Charedi wife who had 
left her husband and his lifestyle was beaten up. How they could have touched her 
when they could not have known her menstrual state is beyond me, but what need 
have we of Yiddishkeit when morality as defined by these yobs is itself at stake? 

In Mea Shearim one local “enforcer”, Yoel Kreus, boasts that through his strong-arm 
tactics he assists people to become “moral”. If his spies report that a Charedi home 
has a computer, he makes sure the children are thrown out of school. Non-religious 
girls, he explained to one newspaper, “don’t dress properly. They make me sin.” 

But of course it is not they who make him sin. It is his own emotional immaturity, 
and his conviction that the sort of prejudices he holds sit squarely within Jewish Or- 
thodoxy. Whereas, were he capable of anything resembling rational thought he would 
soon realise that the religion he practices has little to do with Judaism but possesses 
many of the traits of the Deobandism of the Taliban. 

His ravings do, however, remind us that most religious fundamentalisms are male- 
dominated, and that at their core they articulate a primeval fear of womanhood. How 
refreshing it is, therefore, for me to report that at its recent pre-Rosh Hashanah meeting 
the Council of the Federation of Synagogues voted overwhelmingly to permit women 
to attend its meetings as observers, in accordance with a ruling first made by the late 
Dayan Fisher some 31 years ago, and recently reaffirmed by Dayan Lichtenstein. 

This is a small step for the Federation but a large one for authentic Torah 
Orthodoxy. 
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School built on dubious foundations 


11 November 2005 


Many years ago, my widowed mother became too in-firm to live by herself. Marion and 
I agreed that we would have our garage converted into a self-contained “granny flat,” 
in which my mother could live with some independence though we would be keeping 
a close eye on her. 

This conversion necessitated major building works. Our architect advised us that, 
before any reconstruction could start, we needed to obtain planning permission. As 
urgent as the situation was with my mother’s health, we stuck to the rules, applied for 
and were duly granted the necessary consent. Had the consent not been forthcoming 
we would not have gone ahead, of course. We would have thought of other lawful 
solutions to my mother’s situation. 

I tell this story with a suppressed sense of outrage because, over the past two 
months or so, the local press in Barnet — and more recently the JC - have been reporting 
the sorry story of the Beis Soroh Schneirer primary school for girls. 

The BSS is a Charedi school and, purely for the purposes of this article, I am going 
to assume that its teaching is of high quality and that it meets a need among Orthodox 
Jewish parents in Barnet by educating some 200 of their young daughters (aged 3 to 
9) within a religious framework that emphasises Torah and mitzvot. 

Although what I am going to say may come as a shock to these parents, and to the 
governors of the school, the fact the BSS admirably meets these religious needs does 
not give it the right nonetheless to function outside the law. 

Until this past summer, BSS operated from within the Finchley United Synagogue. 
In May, it applied for permission to move into a former warehouse in Wilberforce Road, 
West Hendon - which is a couple of miles from where we live and is a thoroughfare 
Marion and I know well. The narrow road services a complex of industrial establishments 
and is practically adjacent to the M1 motorway. 

I'm not sure I would want any child of mine to be educated in premises surrounded, 
as is this former warehouse, by the high levels of pollution that must exist in such a 
location. There are also traffic issues to consider. Wilberforce Road is congested at the 
best of times. Now, twice a day, there will be further congestion as BSS parents deliver 
and collect their daughters, with attendant safety risks. 

So it came as no surprise to me to learn that when, in July, the ill-judged BSS planning 
application came before Barnet’s planning committee it was unanimously rejected. 

Had the planning application that Marion and I made (to have our garage converted 
into a granny flat) been rejected, we might have appealed but we would certainly not 
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have gone ahead with the reconstruction, no matter how great the personal inconve- 
nience. And I daresay that you, in similar circumstances, would similarly have acted 
within the law. 

But the governors of the BSS took a predictably different view. They decided that 
the law of the land (in this case the Town and Country Planning Act), though it might 
apply to you and me, most certainly does not apply to them. They stuck two fingers up 
at the elected local authority and its planning committee, and went ahead with the 
conversion of the warehouse. In mid-September, the school opened for business. 

Enter now a communal macher. In the very week (mid-October) that Barnet Council 
issued BSS with an enforcement notice, demanding that, in accordance with the law, 
the school “cease the unauthorised use of the site,” Abraham Dunner, who sits on the 
council for the Golders Green ward, declared that, though he could not condone law- 
breaking, the school should nonetheless be permitted to operate, irrespective of the 
views of the planning committee and the expert officers who advise it. 

Now, to ordinary mortals like you and me this might sound a trifle hypocritical. 
After all, if BSS is breaking the law, as Councillor Dunner seems to agree it is, it should 
surely cease and desist immediately, should it not? And shouldn't Councillor Dunner 
(Councillor Rabbi Dunner, that is, executive director of the Conference of European 
Rabbis) lend his authority to the loud complaints of people who live in and around 
Wilberforce Road, who petitioned against the building of the school, and whose petition 
the planning committee granted? 

But what goes for you and me, and what goes for the residents of Wilberforce 
Road, does not, apparently, extend to Councillor Dunner and the BSS. The BSS 
governors have made it quite clear what they think of the planning laws of this 
country, and those who attempt, on your behalf and mine, to enforce them. And 
while not, you understand, condoning law-breaking, Councillor Dunner is apparently 
going to bust every gut to see that the school, which is currently operating illegally, 
continues to operate. 

I can do no better than to quote the words of the West Hendon Community Forum: 
“How can any school teach children to be law-abiding citizens, to know the difference 
between right and wrong, when their school governing body flouts the law?” 

Well, Councillor Dunner, how can it? 
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Holy doesn’t mean above the law 


16 February 2007 


On 11 November 2005 I devoted this column to an examination of the circumstances 
under which the governors of the Beis Soroh Schneirer girls’ school had pressed ahead 
with relocating the school to a warehouse on an industrial estate in West Hendon, 
in spite of the fact that the local authority - the London Borough of Barnet - had 
rejected the necessary planning application three months earlier. 

‘The BSS (I wrote) is a Charedi school and, purely for the purposes of this article, I 
am going to assume that its teaching is of high quality and that it meets a need among 
Orthodox Jewish parents in Barnet by educating some 200 of their young daughters 
within a religious framework that emphasises Torah and mitzvos.’ But I added that 
the fact that BSS ‘admirably meets these religious needs does not give it the right 
to function outside the law.’ I ended by quoting the words of the West Hendon Com- 
munity Forum, which had opposed the original planning application: “How can any 
school teach children to be law-abiding citizens, to know the difference between 
right and wrong, when their school governing body flouts the law?” 

Within days of the publication of my article I became subject to a torrent of verbal 
and written abuse from members of London’s so-called ‘ultra’ orthodox leadership. 
Quite apart from the phone calls, and the verbal insults I have had to endure at com- 
munal gatherings, the Jewish Tribune's two most vitriolic commentators, ‘Holy’ Joe 
Lobenstein (sometime Mayor of Hackney) and his side-kick, ‘Smart’ Alex Strom, were 
unleashed against me. To be attacked in one issue of the Tribune is an occupational 
hazard. To be attacked twice in the Tribune is a calculated risk. But to be attacked 
twice in the same issue of the Tribune is a rare — perhaps unprecedented — privilege. 

I had clearly struck a raw nerve. 

Although the governors lacked planning permission, it was now being arqued that 
they were not actually in contravention of the law, because the law allowed the school 
to operate whilst an appeal against refusal of planning permission was being consid- 
ered. That appeal was heard last December. The government inspector who chaired 
it, Mr Colin Thompson, has just issued his ruling. He has allowed the appeal, but only 
on a temporary basis. The warehouse can continue to be used as a school until 31 
December 2008, but it must meanwhile be genuinely advertised for sale as a building 
designated for industrial use. And the school authorities must comply with a series of 
traffic and environmental directives as agreed with the local authority. 

The school governors have won a victory of sorts, but at considerable price. 

The school was asked to make a contribution of £20,000 towards the cost of im- 
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plementing various traffic management measures. It apparently pleaded that on the 
grounds of poverty it could only afford £5,000. Mr Thompson (bless him!) accepted 
this most generous offer. Had I been in his place I would have asked how, in view of 
its alleged poverty, the school was able to retain, at the appeal hearing, the services of 
Mr Anthony Dinkin, QC, one of the country’s foremost barristers specialising in town- 
planning, whose clients have included Tesco, Safeway, Asda and Smith Glaxo Kline, not 
to mention (bless it!) the Salvation Army. 

But you can appreciate — can’t you? — the invidious position in which Mr Thompson 
found himself. As the appeal hearing got under way, several of the school’s supporters 
(they may even have been governors) donned their tefillin and began praying (as well 
they might). Since they should already have davened Shachnis, I can only assume that 
this display of religious finery was primarily for propaganda purposes. And as if the 
wearing of tefillin and the retention of Mr Dinkin, QC, were not enough, the school 
brought along Mr Benjamin Perl, a genuine hero of the movement to build Jewish 
schools in this country. 

What was Mr Thompson to do? Was he to refuse planning permission altogether, and 
risk being photographed alongside distraught tefillin-wearing Jews whose daughters 
could not now attend the school of their choice? Or was he to tell the long-suffering 
local residents that the school had (to paraphrase his own words) ‘got away with it?’ 

In the event Mr Thompson has not closed the school down. But he has put it on 
strict notice. His judgment — worthy of Solomon — that the school has acted unlaw- 
fully but not illegally - was surely said tongue-in-cheek. The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines ‘unlawful’ as ‘illegal.’ In my article of 11 November 2005 I maintained that 
the school had acted illegally. So it had. And if the school’s governors were really as 
orthodox as they claim, they would be ashamed of what they have done. 

The real tragedy is, they're not. 
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Why not support this lively cause? 


14 April 2006 


Readers should not be too surprised that the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations 
has approved grants totalling at least £58,211 to Neturei Karta, the so-called Jewish sect 
famous for its abiding opposition to the 1948 re-establishment of the Jewish state; its 
unqualified support for the late warmonger, Yasir Arafat; and its charming, new-found 
friendship with an Iranian government whose foreign policy is dominated by the denial 
of the Holocaust and the ambition to see Israel wiped off the face of God’s earth. 

No, our surprise must not be that the long-overdue grants were made but that, in 
2004, at £24,100, the donation was merely the fourth largest grant made by the UOHC 
and not the largest. 

On reflection, and on scrutinising the list of the recipients of this largesse in more 
detail, I consoled myself with the comforting thought that, however paltry the funds 
made available to Neturei Karta, the £24,100 paid to these befrienders of those who 
murder Jews and Jewesses was (what a relief!) far greater than the sums paid by the 
UOHC to the Needy Families charity (a modest £11,000), the Hospital Kosher Meals 
service (a mere £2,000), or the Girls’ Seminary at Gateshead (a minuscule £1,950). 

What's more, on further reflection, I was able to derive additional solace from the 
certainty that the rabbis who preside over the affairs of the UOHC must have been 
even more relieved than I was. 

How relieved these reverend gentlemen must have been (I mused) that the work 
of Neturei Karta had at last been given the priority it so richly deserves over girls’ 
education, feeding the sick and the insatiable appetites of poor families. 

After all, by rights the state should pay for Jewish girls’ education, shouldn't it? 
The funds of the NHS should be used to provide kosher food in our hospitals, shouldn’t 
they? And as for impoverished Jewish families, this is surely for the Department of 
Work and Pensions to sort out? What else do those in charge of the Union and their 
esteemed and learned colleagues and congregants pay taxes for? 

But funding Neturei Karta is something quite different, isn't it? Look, no Western 
government - and certainly not the Zionist-controlled governments of the UK and 
the USA — is going to fund the relentless efforts of Neturei Karta to expose the Zionist 
conspiracy to enslave world Jewry, is it? 

No Western taxpayer is going to fork out the dosh necessary to mount demon- 
strations against the heathen State of Israel, whose only ambition - as every Union 


member must know — it is to stamp out the practice of Judaism wherever such practice 
may be found, are they? 
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What British Chancellor of the Exchequer worthy of the name is going to sign off 
the expense accounts of brave Neturei Karta operatives who agree to undertake the 
perilous voyage to Tehran to show solidarity with its clearly misunderstood President? 

Rank-and-file members of the UOHC may be baffled by this generosity to a sect 
whose views and actions they may have misleadingly found to be distasteful, but what 
do these poor sinners know? What may strike them as a communal priority is probably 
not a prionty at all. 

Take the issue of cemetery management. Earlier this year, some UOHC members 
had the chutzpah to write a letter to the UOHC Burial Society in which they detailed 
their concern at the state of the Union’s cemetery at Carterhatch Lane, Enfield. 

This concern had apparently been aroused by alarming reports that graves there 
had been damaged by foxes and rats; that used contraceptives, soiled clothing and 
large quantities of empty alcohol bottles littered the cemetery site; and much else 
besides of a deeply worrying nature. 

It's true that these rumours were confirmed by a reputable environmental man- 
agement company, the head of which reported that, in his opinion, the cemetery had 
“suffered for many years from severe lack of maintenance and security.” 

But how can those who preside over the affairs of the Union be expected to rush 
into action to maintain a cemetery (of all things!) when they are confronted with the 
prior claims of the luminaries of Neturei Karta, who need to be funded appropriately 
as they go about their thought-provoking work? 

By the way, one leading Union member reassured me that the £24,100 grant made in 
2004 was merely a routine salary payment that had been paid into the wrong account. 

Laugh? I laughed till I cried! 


111 


The treif chickens of Monsey 


20 October 2006 


The town of Monsey, in Rockland County, in the state of New York, lies roughly 35 miles 
due north of New York City. Its name derives from the fact that the area was once in- 
habited by the Muncie tribe of native Americans. The town itself boasts around 30,000 
inhabitants, most of whom are practising orthodox Jews - a mixture of chassidim and 
non-chassidic black-hats — the latter including many professional, university-educated 
people who travel into Manhattan to work every weekday on buses equipped for 
davening Shachris, some with a mechitza separating male and female passengers. 

Monsey is, for want of a better word, a shtetl. And like the shtetls of old, like the 
shtetls made famous in the poignant Yiddish stories penned by Sholem Aleichem (S. 
Y. Rabinowitz) in Russia a century ago, like the shtetl in which his most famous 
character — Tevye the Milkman - lived, everybody knows everybody and anyone's 
business is everyone’s business. 

Or so it seems. 

On Thursday 31 August last the owner of the Hatzlacha grocery store in Monsey 
attended a wedding in the village of Kiryas Joel, in the town of Monroe, some 200 
miles away. Kiryas Yoel is named after the late head of the Satmar chassidim, rabbi 
Joel Teitelbaum. Most of the inhabitants of Kiryas Joel are Satmar chassidim. 

At the wedding the owner of the Hatzlacha grocery store in Monsey met the 
man who ran the wholesale operation supplying chickens to his store - or rather to 
the owner of the store's meat department - Shevach Meats - which was leased to a 
third party (to whom we shall return in due course). During their conversation the 
wholesale distributor asked the owner of the Hatzlacha grocery store why Shevach 
Meats had stopped buying his chickens. The owner of the grocery store was report- 
edly dumbfounded, because he knew that the display cabinets of Shevach Meats were 
full of chickens bearing Kiryas Joel labels of kashrut. The following morning he quite 
rightly asked the supervising rabbi to launch an immediate investigation. And that 
investigation found that the labels were phoney, and that the owner of Shevach Meats 
had been purchasing non-kosher chickens (at roughly $1.25 per pound weight less) 
and then re-packaging them with counterfeit labels. 

Thus broke a scandal (briefly reported in the JC of 22 September) that has rocked 
the orthodox world in the USA. But its ramifications have spread far beyond that 
world. Within that scandal there are indeed lessons for us all. 

The universe of the Charedim is a smug, self-satisfied universe, whose adherents 
live in a ghetto which is no less real for being spiritual rather than physical. In my 
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experience — and I have lived in and very adjacent to this world - the humility that 
many Charedim evince is more often than not a humility born of arrogance. It is the 
humility that springs from condescension and which exudes disdain. 

All the principal actors in the sickening drama that is being played out in Monsey 
are chassidim. The man who ran Shevach Meats is well known in the town. He was 
trusted because he was well known. He wore the right clothes and he davened in the 
right way. He looked to be the pious Jew that he claimed he was. He talked the talk 
and he walked the walk. Now, it seems, he has repaid this trust by forcing the families 
and caterers he served - apparently well beyond Monsey as well as within it — to dis- 
card utensils, cutlery and crockery (even ovens) that will cost hundreds of thousands 
if not millions of dollars to replace. 

But the sickening drama that is being played out in Monsey is not just about one 
man’s greed that has resulted in the exploitation of his customers. There are ques- 
tions to be asked and answered about the standards of kashrus supervision that are or 
were in force in Monsey. The owner of Shevach Meats was reportedly allowed to sell 
repackaged products without supervision - because he walked the walk and talked 
the talk. No such assumptions can ever be made. Ever. All meat outlets need to be 
inspected (without, I would hope, any prior warning) by persons competent enough 
to be able to tell a genuine hechsher from a counterfeit one. And the inspectors them- 
selves need to be subject to continuous surveillance and re-examination (as are oc- 
cupational health and safety inspectors, for example). 

This is not the first time a New York butcher has been found knowingly selling 
treif (there was a case in the Flatbush neighbourhood of Brooklyn last year) and 
it will probably not be the last. But I hope that the Monsey scandal will cause 
Charedim to think twice - at least — before labelling their kashrus as any the less 
authentic than mine. 
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Club debacle sets off alarm bells 


4 January 2008 


Power tends to corrupt, declared Lord Acton, “and absolute power corrupts absolutely”. 
Bearing this dictum in mind, it occurs to me that there is something tragically inevi- 
table about the plight in which the UK Lubavitch Foundation now finds itself. 

Some of us have known for a considerable time that the Foundation was teetering 
on the brink of financial disaster. Its audited accounts for the calendar year 2005 
(which were submitted late and which you can read at the Charity Commission's web- 
site) revealed that it then owed Her Majesty's Revenue & Customs around £336,000 in 
unpaid taxes, a state of affairs that actually led its own auditors - Messrs Rafflingers 
Stuart — to question whether it could “continue as a going concern”. 

The accounts for 2006 are well overdue. Given the state of affairs revealed by the 
2005 accounts you would have expected the Foundation to have taken swift, drastic 
action to put its financial affairs in order. Instead, it seems to have pursued a policy 
of effortless drift. Donations that should have been used to pay off its debts were 
diverted instead to fund the activities of the ill-conceived “Gaon Club,” established 
in new accommodation a year ago for the benefit (it was claimed) of young Jewish 
professionals. While these “Metro Jews” were allegedly besporting themselves at the 
Club, the salaries of teachers employed at Lubavitch schools went unpaid, and the very 
worthy outreach programmes for which Lubavitch is famous also suffered. 

At its opening, Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks declared that the Gaon Club’s sump- 
tuous premises were “the one Jewish space in the midst of the city, that is not a 
synagogue, that is here for you to relax, unwind, refresh physically and spiritually.” 
But did this “space” really need to be in a luxury building located in one of the most 
expensive areas of London’s West End? Not in the opinion of the London Beth Din, 
which — at the behest of the Foundation itself — has now barred rabbis Yosef and 
Mendy Vogel from having anything to do with it, while their father, Rabbi Faivish 
Vogel (once described as “the modern face of Chasidism”), has had to resign as the 
Foundation’s chief fundraiser. 

How did the Lubes get themselves into this mess? Though it is easy to point the 
finger at irresponsible individuals, the policy of effortless drift in which this irrespon- 
sibility flourished owed its existence - I suggest ~ to a creeping and now pervasive 
arrogance that affects the Lubavitch movement worldwide, and which has obviously 
lulled it into a dangerously false sense of its own invincibility. 


The Lubes have hitherto been very successful in implementing a twin-track strategy 


114 


designed to push themselves onto the centre-stage of world Jewry. They have attract- 
ed large donations - conscience money — from irreligious Jews, and have used this 
largesse to build power bases that rival (and which are deliberately intended to rival) 
those of established Jewish communities. At the same time they have worked with 
existing communal structures when it has suited them. Some years ago, in post-Soviet 
Russia, the Lubavitch movement, backed by its own Federation of Jewish Communi- 
ties, carried out what amounted to a coup: Adolf Shayevich was effectively removed as 
chief rabbi and replaced by Lubavitcher Berl Lazar, an American citizen but an ally of 
Vladimir Putin. In the UK over half the pulpits of the United Synagogue are filled by 
Lubavitchers. At Oxford, in the 1990s, the flamboyant showbiz Lubavitcher Shmuley 
Boteach elbowed his way into its small but prestigious community, establishing the 
lavishly-funded UChaim Society in opposition to the official university Jewish society. 
At Cambridge the Lubes are currently engaged in a battle royal for control of the 
considerable funds of the local Community Mikveh Trust, despite the fact that a non- 
Lube-controlled site earmarked for the mikveh already has planning permission. 

The cash crisis that Lubavitch UK now faces ought, therefore, to serve as a wake-up 
call, in several interconnected respects. 

First, donors do have a right to expect that gifts of money they donate will be 
genuinely applied for the good of the movement as a whole, and not be diverted to 
one frankly peripheral activity, however worthy. 

Second, it is unhealthy in the extreme for the Lubavitch movement to be dominated 
by a few interrelated families, many of whose members (as the audited accounts 
reveal) also happen to be its most prominent salaried employees. 

Third, no matter how close to the Messiah the movement may think it is, the rules 
of corporate responsibility and accountability do still apply. 
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Fund intolerance? No thanks 


8 August 2008 


On July 23, a law was enacted in the Knesset more squalid in its conception than any 
passed by Israel’s parliament since the state’s re-establishment. 

Until two weeks ago, Israeli law stated that no school that refused to teach the 
national “core curriculum” could receive state funding. The core curriculum is not 
particularly avant-garde, consisting as it does largely of mathematics and English. 
But it also mandates the teaching of “civics” — loosely defined as instruction in de- 
mocracy and the value of democratic institutions, the importance and sanctity of 
freedom of expression, the concept and meaning of human rights, and the importance 
of “civic engagement” — playing one’s part in the life of the state and the welfare of 
its citizens, more particularly through the promotion of inter-communal tolerance, 
legal equality, and respect for ethnic and religious diversity. 

Who on earth (you may ask) would not want their children to be taught such val- 
ues? The answer is the Charedim, to whom values such as tolerance of the views of 
others, civic equality, human rights and pluralism are at odds with the philosophy of 
intolerance that they preach and the doctrine of religious elitism that they peddle. 

The Charedi communities in Israel long ago set their faces against the core cur- 
riculum, which they are adamant must never be taught in the schools their children 
attend. Good riddance to them, you might be tempted to say. Let their children wallow 
in ignorance, living in the state but knowing nothing of the obligations of citizen- 
ship. At least the state will save itself a great deal of money by withholding the funding 
that would otherwise flow to these schools. Well, you might be tempted to say these 
things. But you'd be wrong if you did. Because in Israel the Charedim have found a 
way of having their kugel and eating it too. 

The law enacted by the Knesset on July 23 mandates the Israeli treasury to stump 
up no less than 60 per cent of the budget of every school in Israel, whether it teaches 
the core curriculum or not. In a shameful deal hammered out between the govern- 
ment and members of the sectarian-Orthodox party Shas (upon whose 12 Knesset 
votes Mr. Olmert's failing government is critically dependent), Education Minister 
Dr Yuli Tamir (author of Democratic Education in a Multicultural State) agreed to 
overturn a 2004 Supreme Court ruling prohibiting state payments to schools that do 
not teach the core curriculum. 

Many Knesset members belonging to Labour, Likud and Kadima, though they could 
not bring themselves to support this agreement, did not have the guts to vote against 
it. So they simply stayed away. But Dr Tamir did not. Notwithstanding her past role as 
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chairperson of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel (which has for long supported 
the core curriculum), she actually commended the agreement to the Knesset. In times 
past a government minister in her position would have resigned. But I’m afraid that 
resignations of principle very rarely happen these days in Israeli public life. 

Israeli Charedim are cock-a-hoop. And their UK brethren seem to have taken heart 
from their victory. 

Most Charedi schools in England are not state-funded. As such, they are not 
required to teach the National Curriculum. Nor are they obligated to follow state- 
mandated admissions rules. Broadly speaking, their teachers can teach what they like, 
how they like. Parents of prospective pupils can be interrogated at will. Children can 
be denied places even though they are undeniably Jewish, simply because their parents 
do not practise a Judaism sufficiently intolerant or puritanical. 

Buried in the detail of the report recently published by Prof Leslie Wagner's Com- 
mission on Jewish Schools is an alarming proposal. The Commission identifies funding 
as a major challenge facing Jewish education in this country over the next decade. To 
bring private Charedi schools up to a minimum acceptable standard, the Commission 
recommends that they be granted public funding but be exempt for a five-year period 
from some requirements of the national admissions code. On the back of this proposal 
a spokesman for the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations, writing in the Jewish 
Tribune, has (metaphorically speaking) stuck two fingers up at another requirement of 
schools in the maintained sector, namely that they teach “social cohesion”. 

It is one thing to insist that children attending Charedi schools in Britain remain 
ignorant of its cultural diversity. It would be quite another for the taxpayer to be 
required to underwrite such narrow-mindedness. 
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We all need a secular education 


28 August 2008 


Five years ago, a welcome change in government policy meant that although independent 
schools were under no obligation to teach the national curriculum, they would all 
henceforth be subject to government inspection. This year, so far, Ofsted reports on 
14 privately funded Jewish schools have been published. As Simon Rocker’s analysis 
in last week’s JC demonstrated, some of these audits make grim reading. 

In five of the schools, Ofsted inspectors found little - apart from Jewish Studies 
— to praise and much to damn. In general, insufficient time was allotted in the school 
day for the teaching of secular subjects. At a secondary school in Salford, the inspec- 
tor concluded that the education provided was “inadequate”. Too little attention was 
given to “the scientific, aesthetic, creative, physical and technological areas”. The 
inspection of a Stamford Hill primary school resulted in a verdict even more unflatter- 
ing. Apparently no teaching time at all is or was allocated at this establishment to 
science, physical education, design and technology “or aesthetic and creative areas 
such as drama and arts”. 

These failing schools have one feature in common: they all cater for Charedi boys. 
At private Charedi girls’ schools, ample time is apparently given to secular studies, in 
which the accomplishments of the pupils can be outstanding. I can vouch for this be- 
cause my wife was for many years a teacher of art and design at one such girls’ school: 
the learning resources were impressive and the standard of work often exceptional. 

But in the world inhabited by these youngsters, it is traditionally the wife who is 
the main breadwinner in the family. She works to provide the family income, enabling 
the husband to spend as much time as possible in a yeshiva. And that being the ideal, 
what possible need could there be for him to be bothered or to bother himself with 
“secular” subjects? 

Such is the alibi of choice proffered by those (and they are many) who defend the 
state of affairs revealed by the Ofsted inspections. And it is certainly true (as purveyors 
of an alternative alibi insist) that some aspects of the secular curriculum can be covered 
through study of the Talmud. So they can. But not all. 

The basis of Charedi reluctance to teach secular subjects ~ beyond a modicum 
of English and mathematics — is the fear that pupils will be inducted into modes of 
critical thinking and will be introduced to or at least made aware of lifestyles that are 
deemed inimical to the preservation and propagation of a particular outlook and set 
of expected behaviours. “You can’t learn midos [appropriate ethical behaviour] from 
goyim,” a Charedi father once told me, explaining his objection to his son being 
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urged (by me) to read Dickens's novel Hard Times as an introduction to the less 
pleasant effects of industrialisation on the urban poor of Victorian England. But of 
course you can. 

I countered out that no less a Torah Godol (great) than the late rabbi Eliyahu 
Dessler, a latter-day hero of the Charedi world who headed the Gateshead Kollel 
in the 1940s, had as a child in Lithuania been deliberately introduced by his fa- 
ther to some of the great classics of literature, including Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, precisely because his father believed that a Jew, however frum, 
could indeed learn midos from gentiles. I was told that this was a piece of 
slanderous tittle-tattle. 

But it wasn’t. 

What we are dealing with here is a postmodern Charedi perversion of what 
authentic Orthodox Judaism is all about. Charedi parents of my acquaintance, 
themselves university graduates, go to extraordinary lengths to conceal their 
academic credentials from their children, as if their college careers amounted to 
some unspeakable adolescent indiscretion. Unable to cope with the temptations 
of modernity, they have withdrawn from it, seduced by the presumed safety of a 
spiritual ghetto. 

The Charedi schools found so wanting by Ofsted would not function as they 
do if there were not parents only too happy to consign their children to such 
establishments. But whether these children emerge from these academies really 
able to tell good from evil is another matter. Judging by recent reports of riots 
in defence of child-abusers, failure to acknowledge the effects of drug-taking‘, 
and an alarming contempt for the law of the land, I would say that, as steeped 
in Torah as they may believe themselves to be, they are often quite unable to tell 
right from wrong. 


4. A reference to the death of Rabbi Benzion Dunner, a cocaine addict, in 2008; see my article 
in the Guardian, 16 August 2008, 37, accessible at http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentis- 
free/2008/aug/16/judaism.religion. 
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J onathan Henry Sacks is a paradox — no, a series of paradoxes. A man — an intellectual 
- of undoubted talents and consummate scholarly attributes, he is widely revered 
in the non-Jewish world, but is widely reviled in the Jewish. As far as many British 
Jews are concerned he is a walking disaster area. But from the non-Jewish world 
honours and accolades are showered upon him. 

Why is this? 

Dr Sacks inherited from his predecessor as British Chief Rabbi a host of problems: 
a resurgent Ultra Orthodoxy; an increasingly confident Non-Orthodoxy; a fractured 
set of communities and communal institutions many of which we underfunded even 
though there was in fact an abundance of wealth to be tapped, a Board of Deputies 
that had become a byword for pointless public debate and sterile private deliberation. 

All this Dr Sacks set out to cure, primarily through a self-proclaimed policy of 
“inclusivism” (column of 14 June 2002). But he seems not to have realised that such 
a policy was bound to bring him into conflict with the religious right, whilst he could 
never deliver to the religious left what it desired most desperately — parity of esteem. 
Or perhaps he did realise this, but hoped that somehow the charisma and majesty of 
his office could rescue him from the embattled positions he was bound to find him- 
self in. If such was his assumption, he was gravely mistaken. More than that, he was 
politically naive. 

There have been several major turning-points in the downward spiral of the Sacks’ 
Chief Rabbinate. The most cataclysmic was the leaking, in March 1997, of a letter he 
had written some weeks previously to the rabbinical head of the Union of Orthodox 
Hebrew Congregations, confessing that the praise he was about to lavish upon the 
late Reform rabbi and Auschwitz survivor Hugo Gryn was entirely artificial, and that 
he reviled Gryn (reportedly a personal friend) as a perverter of the faith. This crisis, 
examined by me elsewhere, occurred, of course, before I began writing my weekly JC 
column. But I have found it necessary to revert to it more than once in my examina- 
tion of other, subsequent predicaments in which Dr Sacks has found himself. 

Why did Sacks write that letter? I suggest that his underlying motive was to main- 
tain his credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of the religious right. In my column of 
4 October 2002 I examined another such episode, his astonishing decision to travel 
to Manchester in order to placate a number of northern rabbinical leaders who had 
found fault with his book The Dignity of Difference. In that volume Dr Sacks had 
declared that Judaism did not possess a monopoly of truth, and that it was possible 
for Jews to learn from other faiths. Fifty years previously such a statement would not 
have raised an eyebrow. It was a measure of the influence now wielded by the Ultra 
Orthodox that it did so now, but it was a measure of Sacks’ craving for legitimacy in 


1. ‘That Letter,’ in Alderman, Controversy and Crisis, ch. xiv. 
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their eyes that he made the journey to Manchester in order to placate his detractors. 
Can one imagine that Immanuel Jakobovits or Israel Brodie would have made such a 
journey? Surely not. They would have told these rabbonim to make an appointment to 
come to the Chief Rabbi's office in London. But Dr Sacks deemed it prudent to go to 
them, and to issue a revised version of Dignity, omitting the passages to which they 
took exception. 

At the end of December 2003 the man who had, in a real sense, made Dr Sacks Chief 
Rabbi — Sir Stanley (now Lord) Kalms - publicly called for him to step down (column 
of 2 January 2004). Naturally Dr Sacks did no such thing. Instead, he continued to 
embarrass British Jewry — indeed within a few weeks he had gone out of his way to 
praise the British Broadcasting Corporation in spite of (or perhaps because of) the 
immense criticism it had attracted from British Jews on account of its coverage of 
events in the Middle East (column of 13 February 2004). 

But there is no denying that Dr Sacks has his admirers - “the praetorian guard,” in 
Stanley Kalms’ apt phrase. These sycophants, even if the real object of their defensive 
attentions is not so much Dr Sacks the person as the sacred office that he occupies, 
can always be relied upon to come to his or its defence, even if the maintenance of 
the office and the office-holder costs millions of pounds per annum (column of 16 
July 2004). 

Dr Sacks has meanwhile abandoned his inclusivist agenda, and has deemed it pru- 
dent, on the grounds of political expediency, to abandon the “multiculturalism” that 
he had previously espoused (column of 2 November 2007). Knighted as Sir Jonathan 
Sacks in 2005, he is doubtless looking forward to the peerage, so that he may take his 
seat in the House of Lords as his predecessor, Lord Jakobovits, had done. This final 
accolade surely cannot be far away. 
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A decade of unfulfilled communal aims 


14 June 2002 


Despite protestations to the contrary, the imminent removal of the Montefiore Manu- 
scripts from the London School of Jewish Studies on the grounds of “security and con- 
servation,” is highly likely to be viewed as a sign of no-confidence in the future of the 
former Jews’ College and in the likelihood of its president, Chief Rabbi Dr Jonathan 
Sacks, being able to restore its fortunes. 

Its present “cash” crisis comes at the end of a decade which has seen the failure of 
Rabbi Sacks to achieve any of his communal objectives. I know this may sound harsh, 
unfair, or perverse even — since with Archbishop George Carey's retirement, some of the 
Chief Rabbi's supporters are declaring that he is now Bnitain’s top religious leader. In- 
deed, through his column in The Times, his media appearances, and his friendships with 
political figures like Chancellor Gordon Brown, Rabbi Sacks can claim a public profile 
higher even than that of his late predecessor, Immanuel Jakobovits. 

And was not Chief Rabbi Sacks recently invited to join the congregation in St Paul's 
Cathedral on the Queen’s golden jubilee? Well, yes indeed: the TV cameras showed him 
participating in the service. 

The truth is Dr Sacks’s decade as Chief Rabbi has witnessed a serious decline in the 
communal majesty of the office he holds. The jurisdiction of the Chief Rabbi has never 
been formally recognised by the Sephardim. The Federation of Synagogues publicly dis- 
sociated itself from Rabbi Sacks’s election. In 1989, after the announcement of Lord 
Jakobovits’s retirement, the Union of Liberal and Progressive Synagogues said that the 
next Chief Rabbi would have no authority over them nor be entitled to speak on their be- 
half. The Masorti movement echoed this stand. The Reform Synagogues also took no part 
in Chief Rabbi Sacks’s election. Nor did the Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations. 

So Rabbi Sacks inherited an office weaker than ever before. Even in 1991, he could 
probably claim the allegiance of fewer than half the Jews of Britain. A brilliant philoso- 
pher and speaker, his secular background was never going to endear him to the Orthodox 
right wing, which has grown proportionately as British Jewry has contracted in overall 
size. So has the “left wing,” represented by the Liberals, Reform and Masorti. Given these 
circumstances, Rabbi Sacks’s wisest course of action would have been to avoid any sort 
of conduct which one wing could use against another. But, for reasons best known to 
himself, he has pursued quite different policies. 

For all the volumes that he has written, he has brought only one new idea to his 
office. He championed it in his 1993 book One People? - arguing the case for “inclusiv- 
ism,” that is, for a Jewish community in which the Orthodox world should speak of other 
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Jews only “in the language of love and respect.” This notion was bound to alienate the 
ultra-Orthodox. But not content with formulating the philosophy of “inclusivism,” Dr 
Sacks set about putting it into practice, with disastrous results. 

He has repeatedly alienated the right wing through disputes centred on the role 
of women within the United Synagogue, the treatment of non-Orthodox movements, 
and the avowedly “inclusivist” credo of Jewish Continuity, the ill-fated organisation he 
helped set up to effect a renaissance in Jewish self-awareness. Even the success story 
represented by the establishment of Jewish schools is due in large part to the efforts of 
a communal philanthropist, Benjamin Perl. 

On January 12, 1995, following an outcry from the right over his recognition of Masorti 
marriages, Dr Sacks published an article in the Jewish Inbune condemning adherents of 
Masorti for having severed their links with the faith of their ancestors. A week later, after 
a predictable counter-outcry from the left, he published an article in the JC stressing his 
belief in an Orthodoxy “uncompromising in its tolerance, its compassion, its warmth.” 

Then came the rumpus following the death of Reform Rabbi Hugo Gryn. Having 
absented himself from Gryn’s funeral and declined to attend a religious service in his 
memory, the Chief Rabbi agreed to deliver a secular eulogy to Rabbi Gryn, a move 
privately condemned by the late Rabbi Chanoch Padwa, spiritual leader of the Union of 
Orthodox Hebrew Congregations. 

Then, in a misjudged effort to placate the ultra-Orthodox, Sacks wrote Padwa a now- 
notorious letter insisting that, far from endorsing Reform Judaism, he continued to hold the 
lowest possible opinion of that “fraudulent sect” and of Gryn’s “perverse work within the 
Reform movement.” When the letter was leaked to the press, Chief Rabbi Sacks was revealed 
to have, in public, eulogised a fellow Jew whom in private he condemned as an apostate. 

Does all this matter? The office of Chief Rabbi evolved in the 19th century at a 
time when British Jews, pursuing emancipation, presented themselves as “Britons of 
the Jewish Persuasion.” The Anglicans had their Archbishop of Canterbury so the Jews 
had to have a Chief Rabbi. 

British Jews have long since shed such imperatives. One individuat cannot nowadays 
represent the totality of Anglo-Jewry. The office is an expensive encumbrance, maintained 
by Anglo-Jewry’s “funding fathers” as an instrument of social control and a status symbol. 

Although preoccupied with the fate of Jews’ College, Rabbi Sacks has now found 
time to take part in a Christian act of worship celebrating the Queen’s jubilee. To cel- 
ebrate the jubilee is one thing — I, myself, did so, by giving to Jewish and non-Jewish 
charities. But to take part, voluntarily, in a church service is something quite different. 

While the anger of the ultra-Orthodox has been rekindled, Reformers must be asking 
themselves why Dr Sacks felt able to take part in this Christian act of worship but not in 


a memorial service for Hugo Gryn. Chief Rabbi Sacks seems to have thumbed his nose at 
Jews yet sought to please the gentiles. 
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No Mohammed nor mountain but a move 


4 October 2002 


In the history of modern British Jewry there have been certain “defining moments” 
— events which mark or trigger irreversible transformations in communal affairs. The 
assassination of Tsar Alexander II, in 1881, was one such moment, leading as it did 
to the influx into Britain of around 120,000 mainly Orthodox and mainly poor Jews 
from Eastern Europe. This influx swamped the established Anglo-Jewish community 
of around 60,000, and led, in time, to a revolution in the social and political topography 
of Anglo-Jewry. 

It also led, in 1962, to another defining moment: the election of Isaac Wolfson as 
president of the United Synagogue. Wolfson, the son of immigrants from Poland, was 
the first practising Orthodox Jew to head the United Synagogue. His backing for Chief 
Rabbi Israel Brodie, in 1964, sealed the fate of Rabbi Louis Jacobs, whom Brodie had 
earlier accused of heresy in respect of remarks about the nature of divine revelation 
which he had made in his 1957 book We Have Reason To Believe. 

Rabbi Jacobs had been invited to reoccupy the pulpit of the New West End Syna- 
gogue. Chief Rabbi Brodie was prepared to allow this, provided that Rabbi Jacobs sign 
a declaration of repentance. Rabbi Jacobs refused. Nonetheless, on March 1, 1964, an 
extraordinary meeting of members of the New West End Synagogue voted to appoint 
Louis Jacobs as their rabbi. Isaac Wolfson insisted on upholding Brodie’s authority. 
He summoned a special meeting of the United Synagoque’s council, which voted to 
dismiss the entire board of management of the New West End Synagogue. 

The “Jacobs Affair” led, of course, to the establishment in this country of a vibrant 
Masorti movement, modelled to some extent on the Conservative stream of Judaism 
in the USA. And it marked the coming of age, within the UK, of a resurgent Orthodoxy. 
Until March 1, 1964, the United Synagogue had indeed been a “broad church.” It was 
a broad church no longer. 

The journey which Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks and Dayan Chanoch Ehrentreu 
made to Manchester last week — on September 25 - was also a defining moment in 
Anglo-Jewish history. 

Rabbi Sacks is not only the ecclesiastical head of the London-based United 
Synagogue. He is also the religious authority of a great many Jewish communities 
outside London. Additionally, the president of the Board of Deputies seeks his 
certification whenever an Orthodox Ashkenazi synagogue anywhere in this country 
applies for government recognition to conduct marriage ceremonies. The president 
of the Board will ask the Chief Rabbi of the United Synagogue whether he is minded 
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to certify that the applicant synagogue is “a congregation of persons professing the 
Jewish religion.” 

Historically, from the time of Nathan Adler (Chief Rabbi 1845-1890), the freedom 
to grant or withhold such certification has been a very powerful weapon which suc- 
cessive Chief Rabbis have used to discipline wayward congregations and to impose 
their will on rebels. Quite apart from this, the Chief Rabbi wields a great deal of formal 
and informal patronage. Young rabbis starting their careers have historically looked 
to him for advancement, and for appointment to wealthy and prestigious pulpits. They 
are naturally expected, in return, to demonstrate loyalty to their patron. 

The statements made by Rabbi Sacks in his book The Dignity of Difference to which 
Rabbi Yossi Chazan (and a great many other rabbis) took exception, have little origi- 
nality about them. Rabbi Sacks wrote that “no one creed has a monopoly on spintual 
truth.” That is not so very different from the explanation given by Chief Rabbi Joseph 
Hertz in the introduction to his Pentateuch and Haftorahs, in 1936, that he had “freely 
drawn” on the work of non-Jewish commentators. Hertz justified himself by declaring 
that the maxim “accept the truth from whatever source it come” was “sound rabbinic 
doctrine ~ even if it [the source] be from the pages of a devout Christian expositor.” 

Notwithstanding this, the Hertz Chumash, as it is affectionately known, is used by 
Orthodox kehillas the world over. Hertz was never accused of being an apikoyrus — a 
heretic - and he has not to the best of my knowledge seriously faced such an ac- 
cusation since his death. Of course, his Chumash is now dated. But, within Orthodox 
circles, it has stood the test of time remarkably well. 

However, the world of Anglo-Orthodoxy has moved on considerably in the half-a- 
century or so since Hertz’s death. In particular, the centre of gravity of that world has 
shifted very substantially to the right. 

When Chaim Bermant published his analysis of Anglo-Jewry, Troubled Eden, in 
1969, the world of “ultra-Orthodoxy” merited only one chapter, in which the funda- 
mentalists (and I use this word in a purely technical sense) were located on an exotic 
periphery, so to speak. Today, that world would merit several chapters but, beyond 
that, it would be afforded a central location. In religious terms, so far as Anglo-Ortho- 
doxy is concerned, the rabbinical leaders of this world now call the shots. 

Rabbi Sacks could have ignored the theological protests from Rabbi Chazan and 
his supporters. He could have demanded that they come to London. Instead, he flew 
to Manchester to answer a charge of heresy (for that is what it amounted to) and he 
undertook to rewrite certain offending passages in his book. 

His flight was indeed another defining moment in the history of British Jewry. 
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Public matters need a public airing 


2 January 2004 


The article written by Sir Stanley Kalms in the JC of December 19, calling upon the 
Chief Rabbi to stand down, was breathtaking in several respects. 

As far as I can tell, it was factually accurate from start to finish. It told the truth. 
Those who tell the truth always run the risk of causing pain and of leaving an unpleasant 
taste in the mouths of those to whom they tell it. 

I am not going to discuss, now, the substance of the verdict which Sir Stanley has 
passed on the Chief Rabbinate of Dr Jonathan Sacks. My reluctance — at least for the 
present — to do so is based in part on the fact that, some time ago (on June 14, 2002, 
to be precise, in a piece entitled “A decade of unfulfilled communal aims”), I myself 
went public on this great matter. And I have to say now that, to some extent, Sir Stanley 
has simply repeated and expanded upon what I said then. 

On that occasion, the howls of protest, from what Sir Stanley rightly describes 
as Dr Sacks’s “praetorian guard,” were long and loud. Indeed, so great and so grave 
was the rabbinical backlash that the JC's editor apologised for the fact that he did 
not have room to print the names of all the protesting rabbis; instead, readers were 
directed to the JCs website, where the names of no less than 34 Orthodox rabbis were 
listed as having signed a letter denouncing what I had said and the manner in 
which I had said it. 

I remained and remain completely unapologetic. But I’ve had my say, then and 
subsequently — most notably in a lecture (“No Sacks please, we're Jewish”) which you 
may recall the South London Limmud banned me from delivering but which I later 
gave to the Glasgow Limmud. 

I've had my say, and now Sir Stanley (with whom I am but slightly acquainted 
and with whom I have never discussed this particular subject) has had his. The non- 
Jewish media has picked up the debate, which means that the Anglo-Jewish leader- 
ship will have to confront it, and address its underlying issues. Meanwhile, I want to 
address other issues, which must also now be confronted. 

Yes, Sir Stanley told the truth. But he did not tell the whole truth. 

To begin with, Sir Stanley was less than just to himself when he wrote that he had 
“strongly supported” Dr Sacks’ candidacy for the Chief Rabbinate, some 13 years ago. 
Let’s make no bones about it. Sir Stanley was the kingmaker. The fact that Dr Sacks is 
Chief Rabbi is not due exclusively to Sir Stanley Kalms. But Sir Stanley played a larger 
part in that appointment than any other single individual. 

If I were to declare that what we are now witnessing is another case of Dr 
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Frankenstein turning against the creature he has created, that would be cruel. But 
there would nonetheless be some truth in such a declaration. Instead, let me simply 
quote from an early midrashic commentary on Bereshit (Genesis). In this commen- 
tary, Bereshit Rabba, we are told (in chapter 34) that “The dough is indeed poor when 
the baker declares it to be so.” 

And, in the spirit of that Midrash, what I would now like to see from Sir Stanley, 
whose courage in raising the issue of Dr Sacks’s tenure of office I do sincerely applaud, 
is some measure of contrition. Because Sir Stanley was warned, some 13 years ago, 
that if he put Dr Sacks into the Chief Rabbi's residence in Hamilton Terrace, he would 
live to regret it. 

Since Sir Stanley's article appeared, I myself have been the recipient of a great 
deal of gratuitous comment, not so much on what he wrote, but on the fact that he 
wrote anything at all. 

Most of these comments have, to a greater or lesser extent, expressed outrage that 
Sir Stanley should have “gone public” in the way he did. Either (I have been told) he 
should have said nothing, or he should have said what he said behind closed doors 
and left it at that. 

This attitude strikes me as reflecting immaturity of a very high order. Those who 
argue that Sir Stanley should have kept silent have told me that it is unseemly to criti- 
cise a Chief Rabbi. I cannot for the life of me understand why. Roman Catholics may 
believe in the doctrine of papal infallibility. That is their business. There is certainly 
no doctrine of rabbinical (even chief rabbinical) infallibility. Rabbis have failings, 
which the rest of us ignore at our peril - and theirs. 

Sir Stanley was right, in my view, to go public. I understand that he has for some 
time been making his views known in private. But his views have fallen on deaf ears. 
The “praetorian guard” (one of whom actually paid me the compliment of visiting me 
in my home) has always rallied round, pleading that British Jewry was better off with 
Dr Sacks than without him. 

But now that one of the “funding fathers” of British Jewry has spoken out, even 
the praetorian guard will have to listen. This is no time for sycophancy. It is, rather, a 
time for statesmanship. 
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Just a little more thought for the day 


13 February 2004 


In the current row over remarks about the BBC made by the Chief Rabbi, Dr Jonathan 
Sacks, it is vital that none of us loses sight of the major issue. 

The major issue is not whether Rabbi Sacks was justified in using his “Thought 
for the Day” slot on BBC Radio 4 a couple of weeks ago to praise the BBC in sweeping, 
adulatory terms. 

He has since made it abundantly clear (in the Jerusalem Post of February 8) that, 
in his view, the best way to indulge in “constructive engagement” with the BBC, in the 
hope of ameliorating its historic anti-Israel bias, is to use “a certain tone of voice” 
characterised by “subtlety, the use of nuance and an absence of stridency.” 

That is his view. He is perfectly entitled to hold it, to voice it and to act in accor- 
dance with it. He is perfectly entitled to declare, in public, that, in his view, the BBC 
has “over the years” stood for “integrity, honesty, fairness, balance.” He is perfectly 
entitled to believe this, even though it flies in the face of the facts. 

He - and anyone else, for that matter — is perfectly entitled to believe that black 
is white and white is black; that truth is fiction and that fiction is truth; that a his- 
tory of bias is a history of balance; that a corporation shamed by its own admission has 
nothing, in fact, of which to be ashamed. 

Come to think of it, he - and anyone else, for that matter — is perfectly entitled to 
take the view that a message meant for a gentile audience should not be taken too 
seriously by a Jewish one; that one can make a speech — or even write a book (as Rabbi 
Sacks claims to have done) - for gentiles, not for Jews. 

So I defend, without hesitation, the Chief Rabbi's right to have made the remarks 
which he made about the BBC on January 30. 

But I do so with two provisos. The first is that Rabbi Sacks must accept the con- 
sequences of his actions. Those who are frequent and seasoned broadcasters (and I 
number myself in this group) need to be aware that everything we say is being taken 
down and might be used in evidence against us. When we're being interviewed, we 
need to think quickly, and to answer the questions put to us in unmistakable and 
unambiguous terms. 

But when we are reading from a prepared text, this objective is, of course, much 
easier to achieve. 

Rabbi Sacks and his supporters therefore need to ask themselves whether the tones 
in which he spoke on January 30 were sufficiently measured, whether the nuances were 
sufficiently articulated. And, in answering these questions, they need to bear in mind 
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that a great many people clearly thought the tones were not sufficiently measered ere 
that the nuances were far too subtle to be recognised by us ordinary mertals. 

The second proviso is this: just as Rabbi Sacks was within his ngnts in matis 
the remarks he made about the BBC. and in making them in the way Ne Chose to max 
them, others are equally within their rights in criticising him - even criticising him 
in public. 

It was therefore with repugnance that I read the letter which the JC puotismed or 
February 6 over the signatures of the president of the United Synagogue. Peter Shelton 
and its chief executive, Rabbi Saul Zneimer. 

What Mr Sheldon and Rabbi Zneimer appear to me to be saying is that whi.e Rabb: 
Sacks was within his rights in publicly praising the BBC. Rabbi Dr Jeffrey Coren {(min- 
ister of the Stanmore United Synagogue) was not within his nghts in pubticly taxing 
issue with what the Chief Rabbi had said and with the manner in which he said it. 

While Rabbi Sacks must be permitted to enjoy the right of freedom of public 
expression, Rabbi Cohen cannot, it seems, be permitted an equal night. What is saute 
for the goose is not sauce for the gander. 

Mr Sheldon and Rabbi Zneimer referred to Rabbi Cohen's “intemperate attack” on 
Rabbi Sacks. Not once in their letter did they refer to Rabbi Sacks's intemperate 
defence of the BBC. 

Mr Sheldon and Rabbi Zneimer asked why Rabbi Cohen had not used the “mary 
mechanisms open to him” to take issue with the Chief Rabbi, short of making a public 
statement. Not once did they acknowledge the many mechanisms open to Rabbi Sacks 
to praise the “integrity, honesty, fairness, balance” of the BBC. short of doing se ina 
public broadcast. j 

Mr Sheldon and Rabbi Zneimer evinced their deep concern at Rabbi Cohen's “failure 
to recognise the harm that his action has caused.” Not once did they express their 
concern (never mind their deep concern) at Rabbi Sacks’s failure to recoanise the 
harm his broadcast has caused. à 

Mr Sheldon and Rabbi Zneimer. in short, fully demonstrated the characteristics of 
what Sir Stanley Kalms, in a recent JC article, referred to as the Chief Rabbi's “prae- 
torian guard” - those who, it would seem, can always be relied upon to spring to his 


defence every time he is caught up by another of the faux pas for which he has be- 
come justly famous. 
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Chief Rabbis and moving experiences 


16 July 2004 


Last year, I was appalled to learn of plans being formulated by certain small-minded 
interests to compel the Chief Rabbi to vacate his official residence in St John’s Wood 
for presumably smaller and certainly less imposing accommodation ‘somewhere’ in 
North-West London. 

I have been privileged to cross the threshold of the official residence on more than 
one occasion. The first, I recall with startling clarity. As chair of the London commit- 
tee of the Association of University Teachers, it fell to me (this was in 1985) to defend 
the Gerer Chasid, Rabbi Simcha Lieberman, then senior lecturer at Jews’ College. 

Rabbi Lieberman had been sacked by the then principal of the college, the young 
Jonathan Sacks. The then president of the college and Chief Rabbi was Dr Immanuel 
Jakobovits, who phoned me at my London pied-a-terre (the modest 1930s semi that 
goes by the name and title of Wits’ End, Colindale) and invited me to his official 
residence to ‘talk the matter over.’ 

Trembling, and having taken the time-honoured bath and put on clean under- 
pants, I entered its hallowed portals. The butler (or possibly the sous-chef) ushered 
me into the Chief’s presence. With my customary humility, I suggested that we might 
all save ourselves a great deal of unpleasantness by agreeing to refer the dispute to 
the Advisory, Conciliation & Arbitration Service ~ ACAS. 

Dr Jakobovits’s reply shook the very walls of the building, and might well have 
been heard as far away as the Kilburn High Road: ‘cas, shmaycas,’ he replied as I 
rapidly adjusted the volume control on the miniature tape-recorder I had accidentally 
secreted about my person. 

I begged Rabbi Jakobovits to calm down. He offered me a cup of coffee (I remem- 
bered to insist on Kedassia milk) and suggested that, if we left it to him, he would ensure 
Reb Simcha got a fair deal, and might even have his severance package increased to 
12,000 pounds sterling. 

I commented deferentially that a survivor of several Nazi concentration camps 
surely deserved more generous treatment. But the Chief explained that, while justice 
for Reb Simcha was all very well, there were ‘larger issues’ at stake that I could not be 
expected to understand. 

So I walked out of the official residence and placed the matter in the hands of our 
lawyers. And, eventually, after much to-ing and fro-ing, a settlement was reached far 
in excess of what Chief Rabbi Jakobovits had offered. 

I did not set foot in the official residence again during Dr Jakobovits’s tenure 
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of office. But, shortly after his election as Dr Jakobovits’s successor, Rabbi Sacks 
visited me at my own decidedly unofficial residence, to discuss the position to 
which he had been elevated. 

I was astonished at Rabbi Sacks’s assumption that merely by holding the office of 
Chief Rabbi he could somehow assume the loyalty of most British Jews. He listened to 
what I had to say, and suggested we continue the discussion over at his place. 

So I paid my second visit to the official residence. The Chief Rabbi had asked that 
I give thought to his idea that he should host, at the residence, meetings chaired by 
my good self with people from all sections of British Jewry. His enthusiasm for the 
strategy appeared to know no bounds. I left the official residence a happy man. But 
that was the last I ever heard of the plan. 

Yes, the official residence has for me the most poignant memories. 

So when I heard that it might be vacated, I instantly racked my brains to think 
what possible justification there could be. 

St John’s Wood is not in any flood plain, is it? 

It's in an upmarket district with a small but well-to-do community of Jews and 
Jewesses who profess the Minhag Anglia. Those in this community whom I have met 
are for the most part utterly convinced that Chief Rabbi Sacks is a charismatic leader 
whose occasional faux pas can be forgiven because he is — well, charismatic. 

Suppose the official residence were to be moved to — say — North-West London. 

The Chief Rabbi would find himself in the midst of a much larger number of Jews 
and Jewesses who do not for the most part profess the Minhag Anglia and who do not 
(for many of them have told me so) for the most part share the same fulsomely admiring 
feelings for Rabbi Sacks current in St John’s Wood. Indeed, there are some synagogues 
in North-West London that might actually be ill-inclined to welcome him. 

Some JC readers have apparently protested that Anglo-Jewish charities could well 
do with the £3 million that has been collected from supporters of the Chief Rabbinate 
Trust to retain the official residence. 

Shame on you! 

This is — surely? ~ a small price to pay for keeping Rabbi Sacks out of harm’s way, 
surrounded as he is by the natural constituency that is the most distinguishing feature 
of the St John’s Woodwork. 
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The Chief's cynical about-turn 


2 November 2007 


Five years ago Sir Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations, 
published a book entitled The Dignity of Difference. Of all the Chief Rabbis, Sir Jonathan 
will certainly be remembered as the most published. But Dignity of Difference occupies 
a special place in his bibliographical canon. 

The central theme of The Dignity of Difference was that Judaism - or rather 
the Orthodox Judaism that Sir Jonathan preaches and practises; or rather, that he 
preached and practised in 2002 - did not represent the truth, the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth. “God is universal,” he wrote, “religions are particular.” He went 
on: “God has spoken to mankind in many languages... This means that religious truth 
is not universal... no one creed has a monopoly on spiritual truth.” 

These startling ideas - encapsulating Sir Jonathan's 2002 belief that “the global 
future will call for something stronger than earlier doctrines of toleration or plural- 
ism” — were greeted with rapturous applause in the non-Jewish and in the Jewish 
non-Orthodox worlds, not least because they lent powerful support to the doctrine of 
“multiculturalism” that was so fashionable in the UK at that time. 

But in the world of Torah Orthodoxy they were condemned outright, because in 
that world Judaism has nothing whatever to learn from other faiths. In those circles, 
Sir Jonathan’s commitment to Orthodoxy was itself called into question. He had to 
appear before a gathering of Orthodox rabbis in Manchester to explain himself. As a 
result, a revised edition of The Dignity of Difference was cobbled together. The offending 
passages were rewritten and some - such as the declaration that no one creed has a 
monopoly on spiritual truth — were simply deleted. 

No previous Chief Rabbi had been so publicly and so comprehensively humiliated. 
But, in an attempt to cock a snook at his rabbinical detractors, the unrevised ver- 
sion was not withdrawn from circulation. Its celebration of multiculturalism and its 
proclamation that there was value in almost all cultures and belief systems remained 
just about intact. 

Now, five years later, Sir Jonathan has ditched these ideas too. In his latest book, 
The Home We Build Together, the Chief Rabbi makes no bones about it: “Multiculturalism 
has run its course, and it is time to move on. It was a fine, even noble idea in its time. 
It was designed to make ethnic and religious minorities feel more at home, more 
appreciated and respected... It affirmed their culture. It gave dignity to difference... 
But there has been a price to pay.” 

You bet there has! 
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There has been a price to pay for two reasons. The first is that multiculturalism 
has now got out of hand, and is widely acknowledged to be threatening the values 
encapsulated in what for want of a better term I shall call “Britishness”. 

To assist immigrants with English-language difficulties is one thing. To elevate 
the languages they have brought with them to the same social and even legal status as 
English is quite another. To respect the religious beliefs of immigrants is one thing. To 
tolerate and respect these beliefs when they propagate hatred and violence is quite 
another. To permit immigrants the freedom to dissent from the nation’s foreign policy 
is one thing. To sustain a spurious freedom that permits the British-born children of 
immigrants to be taught that they are within their rights in murdering those fellow- 
citizens who support this foreign policy is quite another. 

Multiculturalism is dead. But the arguments propagated in The Dignity of Dif- 
ference have now to be abandoned for a second reason, namely that, unless very 
publicly repudiated, they threaten to place the Chief Rabbi in a dangerously isolated 
position. Unless very publicly repudiated, they threaten his image as today’s leading 
forward-thinking British cleric. Now that the old discredited political correctness of 
multiculturalism has been displaced, if he is to sustain this image it is prudent for Sir 
Jonathan to abandon one collection of social theories, and substitute a new, more 
popular set. 

Sir Jonathan wnites critically of “ethnic minorities ... whose home and heart is 
elsewhere”. So where does this leave his support for Israel? “He admits that faith 
schools benefit those who attend them, but adds that this “is not good news for all of 
us together”. So where does this leave his patronage of Jewish faith schools? 

No doubt in his next book he will set the record straight - yet again. 
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nevitably, Israel, and more generally the international politics of the Middle 
| East, have figured prominently and frequently in my JC columns. Some of these 
pieces have reflected and been grounded in ongoing developments that were current 
at the time of writing - the Palestinian so-called ‘Second Intifada,’ for instance, which 
began in 2000 and is in some respects still ongoing, or the much shorter Hizbollah 
war of 2006. I have deliberately excluded such pieces from the selection offered here, 
and have instead selected columns that relate to and dilate upon some of the basic 
themes that underlie these conflicts. 

The tensions that infect the relationship between Israel and its Arab neighbours, 
and which have resulted in five major wars (1948-9; 1956; 1967; 1973; 2006) and an 
ongoing state of greater or lesser armed conflict have as much to do with mutually 
contradictory narratives of the relationship as a whole as with particular events that 
have triggered military activity. Because of this, a media war has developed which is 
as important as the armed conflict. 

In my view - which is widely shared — Arab propagandists have attempted and are 
attempting still to rewrite the history of Palestine and Israel so as to support a myth 
of Arab victimhood and persecution at the hands of Jews. In my column of 16 August 
2002 I examined some aspects of this media war. I had some weeks previously (17 May 
2002) set down, as an evidence-based historian, some basic truths that are I believe 
beyond contention. On 22 July 2005 I drew attention to the alarming way in which 
school textbooks — and one in particular - appear to have swallowed the Arab re-write 
of history hook, line and sinker. 

A major weapon in the Arab propaganda war against the Jewish state has been 
to portray Israel as the lineal successor of ‘apartheid’ South Africa. Such a portrayal 
serves several purposes. Inasmuch as the re-establishment of the Jewish state by the 
United Nations Organisation in 1948 was an atonement (so to speak) for the Nazi Ho- 
locaust, branding Israel as racist detracts from the legitimacy of its re-establishment. 
If anti-apartheid activists can be found to support this argument, so much the better, 
and if such activists are Jewish or of Jewish origin, better still. On several occasions, 
therefore, I have returned to this theme (columns of 20 January 2003, 24 February 
2006 and 16 March 2007), pointing out that by no objective yardstick does the Jewish 
state bear the slightest comparison with South Africa in its apartheid years. In March 
2007 the interim presidency of the state was actually held by an Arab - an event 
largely ignored or under-reported in the media. 

If there is one state in the region that does bear such comparison, it has to be the 
Lebanon (column of 1 June 2007), which insists that Palestinian Arabs must live in 
designated areas, need special permission to travel beyond these areas and can only 
obtain a limited range of employments. Whilst it is true that Israel imposes some 
restrictions on its Arab citizens, it is important to remember that the Jewish state 
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has been at war continuously since 1948, and that — as with Britain and the USA in 
the period 1939-45 — even the most democratic of nations have the right to restrict 
fundamental freedoms at times of national peril (column of 23 June 2006). This 
basic truth was, it seems to me, comprehensively ignored by the International Court of 
Justice when it gave an advisory opinion on the security barrier that Israel is erecting and 
which is doing so much to thwart Arab terrorism, especially suicide bombers (column 
of 30 July 2004). 

The Christian assault on Israel's legitimacy has also featured prominently in the 
propaganda war. On 26 April 2002 I drew attention to the anti-Judaism that forms one 
element in this assault. On 24 February 2004 I explained how leading and committed 
Christians were prepared to authenticate Arab terrorism against Jews, and on 17 
February 2006 I drew attention to the hypocrisy at the heart of calls within the Church 
of England for “ethical disinvestment” from Israel. Later that year (9 July 2004) I 
examined the propaganda activities of one of the UK's leading opponents of Christian 
Zionism, an up-and-coming Anglican priest. 

Whilst Israel is defamed, lawlessness and corruption in the Palestinian territories 
have been ignored or explained away (column of 26 September 2003). Vast sums of 
money have been donated by international agencies to these territories (columns of 
25 July 2003 and 5 August 2005), only to be sequestered and squandered by warlords 
and criminals. Meanwhile, unashamed foreign involvement in the internal affairs of 
Israel has continued without respite (columns of 30 May 2003 and 25 June 2004). 
Those citizens of Israel who have, for whatever reason, betrayed the state and de- 
nounced it are treated as heroes. Most prominent amongst these is Mordechai Vanunu, 
a former technician at Israel's nuclear facility in Dimona, whom certain media in the 
west have idolised, whereas the facts reveal him to have been nothing more than a 
first-rate fool (column of 11 June 2004). 

Defending Israelis no job for an amateur. But all too often ordinary Jews, who can 
claim no particular expertise, are called upon to do just that. In my column of 18 April 
2008 I offered some quidance on how such a defence may best be mounted, and a few 
weeks later (30 May 2008) I praised the intellectual courage of one of the so-called 
‘revisionist’ historians of Israel who has now publicly repented of some at least of his 
former views on the ‘sinful’ origins of modern Jewish statehood. 
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Deep-rooted nature of anti-Jewish views 


26 April 2002 


There’s nothing like a crisis to identify your closet enemies for you. The renewed out- 
break of war in the Middle East has done just that. If there is any grain of comfert 
to be gained from the situation, it is that world Jewry in general and British Jewin 
in particular has learnt some hard lessons and some bitter truths. And for that I am 
actually grateful. 

Those of us who have long maintained that anti-Jewish prejudice lurks just beneath 
the surface of contemporary British society, and who have in the past been pilloned 
for our pains, were — it turns out — right after all. 

And I use the term “anti-Jewish” deliberately. I am not talking about antisemitism 
(hatred of Semitic peoples) or anti-Zionism (opposition to the movement for Jewish 
national self-determination). I am talking about hatred of Jews as a people and of 
Judaism as a religion. I’m also talking about Jewish self-hatred. 

In The Times (no less) a Mr Abercrombie of Surrey wrote of “TV footage of Israeli 
armour defiling the streets of Bethlehem” (5 April). No mention of Palestinian gun- 
men defiling Bethlehem, you'll notice. No mention of gun-toting Islamic fanatics defiling 
the Church of the Nativity, you'll notice. Mr Abercrombie, bewailing the Church of 
England’s “muted” response to “the bloody events” in “the Holy Land”. was mowed 
only by the spectacle of Israeli troops “defiling” Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus of 
Nazareth, whom Christians regard as the Messiah. 

The following week, on the Classic FM radio station, a news reporter described the 
situation in Bethlehem as “near apocalyptic” (Monday 15 April 10.00 am news bulletin). 
The Times (19 April) also used the word “apocalyptic” to describe the state of the now 
destroyed terrorist training academies in Jenin. 

You'll need to be aware of the Christian significance of this phrase. In today’s parlance 
“the apocalypse” refers to the revelation of the violent ‘end of days’ said to have been 
recorded in the Book of Revelations, the final book of the Christian Bible. 

Meanwhile, A. N. Wilson, who describes himself as an “unbelieving Anglican”, an- 
nounced to the world (Evening Standard, 15 April) that the Israeli government had 
indulged in “the poisoning of water supplies”, presumably in the course of its military 
operations in the Disputed Territories. 

The poisoning of water supplies was of course a commonplace accusation hurled 
at the Jews in medieval Eurone. 

Over at Westminster the Jewish Labour MP Gerald Kaufman was busy giving comfort 
to the perpetrators of the worldwide campaign of hatred directed against the Jewish 
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State by declaring the democratically elected Israeli government to be “repulsive” 
and branding its democratically elected prime minister as a “war criminal”. 

And ‘agony aunt’ Claire Rayner, who, unfortunately, is Jewish whether she likes it 
or not, went public on her “loathing for Israel and apparent empathy with Palestinian 
suicide bombers” (Independent on Sunday, 21 April). 

Two lessons need to be learned by genuine Jews about the present crisis. And, my 
friends, we had better learn them now, and fast. 

The first is that the anti-Jewish prejudice of the West is fed much less by pro- 
Arabism than by very deeply embedded Christian prejudices. The Christian view of the 
Jew is grounded in the theology of St. Augustine of Hippo, who lived in North Africa 
around 1,600 years ago. Augustine argued that the Jews should not be killed off, but 
should rather be spared to wander the earth in a permanently impoverished and down- 
trodden state. This condition, a perpetual proof, so to speak, of the falsity of Judaism 
as a religion, and of the superiority of Christianity, would serve also as a sign of the 
divine retribution meted out to the Jews for the killing Jesus. 

Israel, you see, did not react to the suicide bombers in the way Christians 
hoped or expected. 

The Jew downtrodden, the Jew submissive, this is the Jew which Christianity is pre- 
pared to permit to dwell in its midst. But the Jew triumphant? The Jew proud? The Jew 
successful? The Jew who fights back? Worst of all, the Jew re-established in a Jewish 
state, perhaps in fulfilment of a divine promise? Judaism flourishing in the land where 
Jesus trod? Jewish soldiers crushing the enemies of the Jewish people — in Bethlehem? 
These realities, my friends, are deeply threatening to Christians, and to societies whose 
value systems are grounded, however subtly or indirectly, in Christian beliefs. 

The second lesson is that otherwise clever people are easily misled as to the 
true nature of evil. 

We can see this in the tragedy of Neville Chamberlain who, had he had the good 
sense to retire in 1937 before becoming Prime Minister, would be remembered now 
simply as a great social reformer. 

Yasser Arafat is a thoroughly evil man, a professional terrorist and murderer as well 
as a corrupt politician and a serial liar, who has killed more Palestinian Arabs than any 
Israeli army ever did, and who has no qualms about brainwashing his gullible young 
followers into blowing themselves to pieces. He is totally without conscience. His aim 
is, was, and will remain the destruction of the Jewish state and the expulsion of most 
of its Jewish inhabitants. Yet Western leaders remain totally mesmerised by him. 

Ariel Sharon, who has come out of this crisis as truly Churchillian in his toughness, 
should have Arafat expelled. Perhaps Uncle Gerald will offer to put him up. Perhaps 
Auntie Claire will mop his brow. 
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On truths not universally acknowledged 


17 May 2002 


Any truth worth repeating is worth repeating often. Eventually, there will be a lasting 
peace in the Middle East but not, I fear, until Western governments learn to accept 
some truths about how we came to be where we are now. I offer seven such truths. 

The first truth is that the Arab world has never accepted United Nations Resolution 
181 of November 1947 which re-established the Jewish state. Pro-Arabists claim that, 
since no Islamic nation voted for that resolution, no Arab state need abide by it. 

The West has acquiesced in this position, at least to the extent that no significant 
pressure has been exerted on any Arab state to accept Resolution 181 as a condition 
precedent to any “peace” negotiation. On the contrary, the West has permitted the 
Arab world to argue that acceptance of Resolution 181 should itself be something to 
bargain over. 

But the very existence of one party to a peace negotiation cannot itself be an issue 
over which two warring parties can reasonably negotiate. 

The second truth is that, in rejecting Resolution 181, the Arab world resorted, not 
once but several times, to the decision-making process of war. Consequently, the Jew- 
ish state is now much larger than envisaged by the UN in 1947. The dreadful mistake 
made by the West has been to lose no opportunity to reassure the Arab world that it 
can regain some, if not all, of the territory lost in war through a “peace” process based 
on “land for peace.” 

But you don’t have to be a member of the diplomatic corps to realise that the 
inevitable result of “land for peace” is, so far as Israel is concerned, the cession of all 
its land: total peace, but no Israel. 

In this connection, it’s worth pointing out yet again — and this is the third truth 
— that the “Palestine” which the PLO is intent on “liberating” is neither the West 
Bank nor Gaza, but Israel itself. The PLO was founded in 1964, when the West Bank 
and Gaza were in Arab hands. A Palestinian Arab state could have been declared in 
these territories at any time between 1948 and 1967. But it wasn’t. The PLO Covenant 
still envisages the total liquidation of the Jewish state, in contravention of UN 
Resolution 181. 

The fourth truth is that the Palestinian Arabs have only themselves to blame for 
the plight in which they now find themselves. They have been badly led because they 
have chosen bad leaders and followed bad advice. 

I dare say some Palestinian Arabs were indeed chased and expelled from their 
homes in the first Israeli War of Independence, in 1947 and 1948. That dispossession 
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is part of the price a defeated people pay for being defeated in a war they choose to 
wage. That is what happened to millions of ethnic Germans whom the Soviet Union 
expelled from Slav lands (in which they had lived for hundreds of years) in and after 
1945. I do not cry for these Germans and I do not cry for those Palestinians. 

It is, in this connection, of more than passing interest to note the words of 
a resolution adopted by the British Labour Party at its 1944 conference: “Let the 
Arabs be encouraged to move out as the Jews move in. Let them be compensated 
handsomely for their land and let their settlement elsewhere be carefully and gener- 
ously financed.” 

Iam willing to concede, in principle, this case for compensation. Except, of course, 
that it would need to be balanced by the compensation claims of those Jews expelled 
from Arab lands in the frenzy of temper and spite that swept over the Islamic world 
following Israel’s re-establishment — the fifth truth. 

The sixth truth is that, in defence of its territory and its citizens, the government 
of Israel is entitled to take whatever measures it deems appropriate, irrespective of 
whether such measures result in the deaths of what I shall agree, for the sake of 
argument, to call “innocent civilians.” There is no such thing as a “proportionate” 
response to a suicide-bomber. War is a terrible and bloody business. The only way to 
wage it is to fight to win no matter at what cost. 

The national government of Britain understood this when, in July 1943, it sanc- 
tioned the destruction by fire-bombing of the city of Hamburg. “Operation Gomorrah” 
resulted in the deaths of some 41,000 Germans, including mothers and babies, to say 
nothing of the 900,000 Germans made homeless and the destruction of half the build- 
ings in the city. The action was utterly justified. 

The seventh truth is that Israel can never return to the temporary borders agreed 
as a result of the armistice of 1948. Prime Minister Tony Blair talks about a “viable” 
Palestinian Arab state. I’m more concerned with a “viable” Jewish state. The Jewish 
state cannot be viable if it returns to its 1948 borders. 

The leaders of the West would be doing everyone — not least the Arabs - a favour 
if they declared, publicly, that Israel cannot be expected to return to its 1948 borders, 
and that, therefore, the Palestinian Arabs have lost, for good, some of the land they 
would have inherited peacefully had they had the good sense to accept UN Resolution 
181 in the first place. 
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Blaming the medium for the message 


16 August 2002 


It is an axiom of history that the first casualty of war is truth. And since Jews are 
like everyone else, only more so, it is a reasonable assumption that we are as capable 
as anyone else of telling lies and half-truths, especially when faced with desperate 
circumstances. 

There are, indeed, long-term features of Jewish existence in the diaspora that have 
fostered the growth of what one might honestly term a Jewish culture of deception. 
The great figures of the Jewish Bible were also murderers (Cain), adulterers (David), 
idolaters (Manasseh), or just plain tricksters (Jacob). Jewish saints (so to speak) are 
few and far between. Even the prophets had their human failings. 

I make these statements because I don’t want anyone to think that I harbour 
any illusions about the Jewish capacity for ruthlessness. The prosecution of a suc- 
cessful war calls for and indeed demands an element of deceit. During the Second 
World War the British government told plenty of lies and even more half-truths. It 
fought a propaganda war as well as a military one. Both campaigns were pursued 
with ruthless efficiency. 

Scarcely less ruthless were the methods used by the allied military to make sure 
Britain came out on the side of the victors. These methods included the deliberate 
mass bombing of civilian areas and the “preventative” destruction of military targets 
in neutral countries - for example the destruction of French warships (and the sailors 
aboard them) at Mers-el-Kebir (North Africa), to prevent warships belonging to Vichy 
France from falling into Nazi hands. 

I seek not to deny such facts, to ignore them, or to excuse them. They need no 
excuse. I draw attention to them in order to place in historical context the actions 
authorised by and carried out in the name of the present government of Israel. 

There is neither a legal nor a moral obligation upon the government of Israel to 
tell the truth in public, or to take only “defensive” measures in Safeguarding its terri- 
tory and its people. And if there is one lesson I learned (the hardest and most painful 
way) from having been the object of violence myself (when I was the innocent victim 
of a knife attack, in London, in 1972) it is that if anyone dares to thump me, I should 
thump them straight back, without warning and without mercy. 

When the British War Cabinet ordered the sinking of the Argentinean warship 
the General Belgrano, during the Falklands conflict, it knew exactly what it was do- 


ing. The best form of defence is — and always has been - to attack, and take or face 
the consequences. 
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In the present war that has been visited upon Israel, the British press has — with a 
few honourable exceptions — behaved disgracefully and hypocritically. It has chosen 
not to appreciate the military exigencies faced by the Jewish state. So much has been 
written on this subject — especially the hysterical media reaction to Israeli military 
operations in Jenin — that I do not want to add to the paperwork. Rather, I want to 
draw attention to a new tactic which one section of the media appears to be adopting. 
In a nutshell, it is to accuse Israel — or in the case I am about to cite, the friends of 
Israel — of telling the truth. And then to damn them for telling it. 

In Monday's Guardian, Middle East specialist Brian Whitaker launched a diatribe 
against an American website — www.memn.org. “Memri,” the Middle East Research 
Institute, is a Washington-based organisation with strong Israeli connections that 
provides translations of Arabic newspaper articles. Recent translations have included 
the claim made in a pan-Arab newspaper by a former doctor in the Iraqi army to the 
effect that Saddam Hussein has personally ordered military deserters to have their 
ears amputated; the translation from a Saudi newspaper in which a columnist - a 
university teacher — asserted that Jews use the blood of Christian or Muslim children 
in “pastries” baked for Purim; and the poem penned by the Saudi ambassador in 
London, and published in the newspaper al-Hayat, entitled “The Martyrs,” praising 
suicide bombers. 

And what, you may ask, is Brian Whitaker's actual complaint? Well, it isn’t that the 
translations are inaccurate. On the contrary, Mr Whitaker declares in his column that 
as far as he is aware no one has disputed the accuracy of the translations. In particular, 
the story of ear amputations, he says, “may well be true.” 

Researching the background of Memri, and of those who run it, Mr Whitaker's 
complaint is, rather, that Memri has an “undeclared agenda.” Firstly, although it 
claims to provide translations from the Hebrew media as well as from Arabic, Mr Whi- 
taker “can’t recall receiving any.” Secondly, that it’s real purpose is to translate selec- 
tively, so as to provide a biased picture of what the Arab world thinks of Jews, Israel 
and the USA. 

In fact, a cursory glance at Memri’s website will confirm (a) that it does translate 
Hebrew articles and (b) that these translations include material critical of, for example, 
the Sharon administration. 

If (God forbid) an article were to appear in the Hebrew press accusing Muslims of 
using Jewish blood in their kitchen recipes, I have no doubt that Memri would provide 
a translation. And the matter wouldn’t end there. Unfortunately, Mr Whitaker, Jews, 
with all their faults, just don’t behave in this way. 

Stop blaming the medium for the message. 
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Water Minister turning on the wrong tap 


10 January 2003 


Some weeks ago, the Minister for Water and Forestry in the Republic of South Africa 
visited London in order to deliver the keynote speech at a conference summoned to 
discuss sanctions against Israel. 

Ronnie Kasrils, the politician in question, subsequently co-authored an article in 
The Guardian giving us the distilled essence of his thoughts on this subject. He stated 
that he wrote “in a personal capacity.” We can take this with a pinch of salt, because 
he had previously denounced Israel in the South African parliament (October 23, 
2002) and had questioned the legitimacy of the re-establishment of the Jewish state. 
And Minister Kasrils would never have come to London to put forward views, however 
personal, with which his government disagreed. 

What are these views? Mr Kasrils believes there is little, if any, difference between 
the policies of the democratically elected government of Israel and the undemocrati- 
cally elected government of apartheid-era South Africa. 

“Bethlehem,” he insists, “like Sharpeville, has become a symbol of oppression.” 
Sharpeville was, of course, the scene of a mass shooting of blacks in South Africa in 
the bad old days (1960). Bethlehem is Sharpeville. Muhammad Durra (a 12-year-old 
boy killed, allegedly by Israeli forces, in Gaza) is “the Hector Peterson of Palestine.” 

Peterson was a 13-year-old shot dead during the Soweto uprising of 1976. Just as 
the government of apartheid South Africa decreed a second-class education for black 
children, so, the argument goes, the government of Israel has destroyed educational 
opportunities for Palestinian Arabs. 

In fact, according to Mr Kasnils, there is nothing to distinguish the “ethnic cleansing” 
carried out in apartheid South Africa from the military operations carried out by Israel 
in the territories. It follows, therefore, that Israel must be sanctioned, just as South 
Africa was: “In 1988, the apartheid regime was forced into genuine negotiations. It will 
be the same for Israel.” 

Mr Kasrils is not the first South African politician to insist on the “obvious” (his 
word) analogy between the Israel of today and the South Africa of 30 years ago. Des- 
mond Tutu, the former Archbishop of Cape Town, while acknowledging that “Israel 
has a right to secure borders,” told a conference in America last April how “distressed” 
he had been, on visiting the Holy Land, to be reminded of “so much of what happened 
to us black people in South Africa.” 

Except, of course, that the analogy on which Desmond Tutu, Ronnie Kasrils, and 
indeed a great many people on the left of the political Spectrum, insist — between 
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beleaguered Israel and apartheid South Africa — is intellectually false, and politically 
mischievous into the bargain. 

It is intellectually false because the democracy of the Jewish state is demonstrably 
not based on race, or even on religion. Around one-fifth of Israelis are non-Jews. Yet 
they enjoy full rights of citizenship. In Israel, Muslim women can exercise political 
rights, including the right to vote — in sharp contrast to the state of affairs in many 
countries of the Islamic Middle East. 

I believe it to be politically mischievous because, though many of those who have 
been campaigning for sanctions against Israel disavow any intention of wanting to 
wipe the Jewish state off the map, I am not convinced by these denials. Yes, in 1988, 
the apartheid regime was forced into “genuine negotiations.” The object of the ne- 
gotiations was to bring about the demise of apartheid South Africa as a whites-only 
nation state. When Mr Kasrils declares “It will be the same for Israel,” isn’t he in effect 
calling for the demise of the Jewish state? 

Many of those on the left who are currently demanding economic and political 
sanctions against Israel do not actually believe in the legitimacy of the state of Israel 
and, if pressed, will actually own up to their abhorrence of the notion of any national 
self-determination for the Jewish people. 

I, in turn, as an unapologetic opponent of apartheid in South Africa, must admit to a 
certain disappointment with the current state of multi-racial politics in that country. 

The government of Thabo Mbeki not only showed a breathtaking irresponsibility in 
failing to take urgent action against the Aids epidemic which is now wiping out more 
South African blacks than any apartheid regime ever did. It actively and unashamedly 
supports perhaps the most vicious, totalitarian and racist government currently in 
existence anywhere on God's earth. 

I refer to the regime of Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe - whose regime has overseen 
the ethnic cleansing of the white citizens and the denial of a range of fundamental 
human rights, including in some cases the right to life, of black political opponents. 
I may be mistaken (and, if I am, I apologise in advance), but I know of no speech by 
any member of the present South African government explicitly condemning the evi- 
dent racism of the Mugabe regime in neighbouring Zimbabwe. And I know of no really 
serious, focused campaign by the political left in this country to boycott and isolate 
that regime. 

Last month, the International Cricket Council insisted that England play in Zimba- 
bwe in the forthcoming World Cup. Perhaps Tony Blair's cabinet colleague Peter Hain, 
who did so much to disrupt sporting links with apartheid South Africa, could apply his 
disruptive — rather than his mere spin-doctoring - skills to a campaign against these 
cricketing fixtures. In a personal capacity, of course. 
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Tawdry text messages for our time 


22 July 2005 


With the new school year a matter of weeks away, those in the 14-16 age group face 
the imminent prospect of commencing work for their General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE) examinations. 

Geography - the study of man’s encounter with his environment — is an important 
component of this education. A broad knowledge of global geography is essential if 
we are to understand the world in which we live. 

Geography marries with history at one end of the subject spectrum, and with the 
physical sciences at the other. It is designated as a core component of the secondary 
school curriculum. It is essential that it is taught in a lively but unbiased way. 

Many youngsters — perhaps including your children — who will embark upon their 
GCSE work in geography next September will be provided with an exciting new prod- 
uct from educational publishers Pearson Longman. At £11.99, the Longman Student At- 
las looks a bargain: almost 200 pages of crisp, well-drawn reference maps, brightly 
coloured, with a wealth of explanation covering environmental, economic, and social 
and political issues. 

Produced in collaboration with The Geographical Association (Pearson Longman 
explains) this book is “the ultimate atlas for teaching atlas skills and developing a 
deeper, contextualised understanding of Geography for ages 14-16.” It addresses 
“key themes across the curriculum and age ranges including citizenship, conflict, 
human nghts, sustainability, environment, globatisation and physical geography.” 

So it should. What's more, it’s designed to provide “stimulating geography resources 
you can trust.” Above all (the blurb adds), it “encourages information gathering 
through a questioning approach.” This is certainly true. 

So, provided with a copy by the ever-vigilant teachers of the Beis Yaakov Grammar 
School in Hendon, I decided to adopt this “questioning approach” by thumbing 
through its elegantly crafted pages. 

My eye was caught by an entire section (at pages 112 and 113) entitled “Conflict 
in the Middle East.” This made no mention of the Balfour Declaration or of the pres- 
ence of Jews in Palestine prior to the British Mandate. The fairy-story told on these 
pages begins with the decade of the 1920s, in which period (readers are told) “Over 
75,000 Jews moved to Palestine, forcing many Arabs to leave.” 

The emphasis is mine. And, if I did not think the JC's lawyers would hesitate in 
permitting me to describe this astonishing untruth as the bare-faced lie that it un- 
doubtedly is, I would do so. So let me instead call it a whopping terminological 
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inexactitude (to borrow from Churchill). 

No Arab was forced to leave Palestine because Jews moved there in the inter-war 
period. On the contrary, Arabs moved into Palestine, which had been an economic 
backwater, because of the industries and enterprises that the Jews introduced into 
the region. 

My “questioning approach” thoroughly aroused, I read on. No mention is made of 
the 1921 partition of Palestine by the British, establishing east of the Jordan river the 
Jew-free Hashemite Kingdom, with the British puppet ruler Abdullah at its head. No 
mention of the massacre of Jews by Islamic terrorists in Hebron (1929). No mention 
of the Arab revolt against British rule. No mention of the annexation of Judea and 
Samaria by the Hashemite Kingdom after the war of 1948-49. 

Instead, the schoolchildren who read this section will be told that, in the Six-Day 
War (1967), “Israel attacked Arab troops on its borders and seized control of more 
land.” Nothing on Nasser’s expulsion of UN troops from the Sinai peninsula. Nothing 
on his blockade of the Straits of Tiran, preventing shipping reaching Eilat. 

So much for page 112. Most of page 113 is taken up with a feature entitled 
“Water Wars.” 

“Many commentators have voiced the opinion [we are told] that if a major war 
were to start in the Middle East, the most probable cause would be access to water.” 
And, further on, we learn that “ 
Palestinian conflict.” 

Now I've certainly no wish to minimise the importance of water in the region. 
But to present water as a source of Muslim-Jewish conflict in the Middle East in the 
past and as a possible source of conflict in the future is to deflect readers from what 
the conflict is actually about — Islamic hostility to the idea of Jewish national self- 


water wars’ may become a major source of Israeli- 


determination. 

My indignation thoroughly aroused by the section on “Conflict in the Middle East,” 
I scoured the rest of the atlas for coverage of other conflicts. Northern Ireland? A 
fleeting reference to Ireland's “turbulent history” — nothing on the terrorist activi- 
ties of the IRA. The terrorism of Basque separatists? Nothing apart from an allusion 
to “conflict” in the Basque region. Ethnic conflict in the Balkans? Two sentences. 
Religious wars in India? A brief mention of Kashmir, but silence on the wider Muslim- 
Hindu conflict in the region. Tribal genocide in Africa? Not a mention. Mass murders 
by Islamic “freedom fighters” in Chechnya? Nothing. 

Innocent young readers of this wretched textbook will — in short — learn that the 
major source of conflict in the world is that between Israel and its Arab neighbours. 
Into the bargain, they will be taught a comprehensively distorted view of what that 
conflict is about. 

Is it any wonder that the public perception of Israel in this country is so negative? 


Pay attention at the back there! 


24 February 2006 


If the inbox of my electronic postbag is anything to go by, many of you were as per- 
plexed and as angry as I was at The Guardian's decision to publish in its editions of 
February 7 and 8 a long essay by its apparently noted Middle East correspondent, Chris 
McGreal, drawing comparisons between Israel and South Africa in its apartheid years. 

Last week, my fellow columnist Alex Brummer explained how the essay came to 
be published, and why, although written several months ago, it appeared only at the 
beginning of this month. Alex quite rightly pointed out that it is all too easy, even for 
a journalist as apparently distinguished as Mr McGreal, to be so overwhelmed by the 
detail that he cannot for the life of him see the bigger picture. 

This, as it happens, is the abiding characteristic of my weaker undergraduate 
students. To be sure, they read widely, but absorb - and then reproduce — so much 
detail that, being of decidedly limited cerebral ability, they are unable to rise above 
it: their written material is strong (if highly selective) on facts, but weak on analysis, 
which is often implicit at best. 

So, in order to assist Mr McGreal with his essay-writing, I propose now to offer 
him a short critique of his dissertation, and some tips on how to improve his han- 
dling of concepts. 

Mr McGreal, I have read your comparison of Israel and apartheid South Africa. Not 
once do you explain that Israel has been at war from the very day of its establishment. 
Not once do you deconstruct the nature of Arab anti-Jewish racism, or of the Islamic- 
inspired Judeophobia that underpins that prejudice. Not once do you contrast the 
fact that blacks constituted a majority in apartheid South Africa with the fact that 
Jews constitute a majority in Israel. 

Let's take first the issue of war. I could easily write an essay demonstrating that, 
in the period between 1939 and 1945, the United Kingdom resembled apartheid South 
Africa. Everyone had to have an identity card. Habeas corpus was suspended. People 
~ including MPs — could be arrested and detained without trial. There was no free- 
dom of movement. The Home Guard ~ so amusingly but so inaccurately portrayed in the 
TV comedy series, “Dad’s Army” - constituted a ruthless, domestic, militarised police 
force with orders to kill on sight (over 50 innocent British civilians were “mistak- 
enly” killed by the Home Guard during the war years). 

There was complete direction of labour: civilians had to work where and when 
told. Foreign-born inhabitants, no matter how long they'd lived in the country and 
contributed to its well-being, were interned in concentration camps. There was total 
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censorship of the media, and no freedom of speech. 

Such an argument — that Britain in the mid-20th century resembled an oppressive 
totalitarian state - would be true. But it would not be the whole truth. Throughout 
the war years, Britain, like Israel, remained a parliamentary democracy. The point is, 
Mr McGreal, that even democracies have the right to defend themselves. 

Jews constitute a majority in Israel - an oppressed majority. The Arab minority 
(some Druze excepted) cannot be trusted. This is a sad and terrible fact. Even so, Israel’s 
Arab minority enjoys rights which far exceed those granted to blacks under apartheid. 

Beyond Israel's borders there are states bent on Israel's destruction. Some of 
these practise explicit discrimination against Jews. In Saudi Arabia, Jews are for- 
bidden to apply for certain types of work, and cannot become citizens of the state. 
According to Jordanian law, anyone can become a citizen of the kingdom — unless 
she or he is a Jew. 

One has also to ask the question (which, Mr McGreal, you do not ask) why so many 
enemies of the Jewish state find the comparison between Israel and apartheid South 
Africa so appealing. After all, if we consider countries beyond the Middle East, we can 
find plenty of examples of apartheid in action today. In my judgment, the true suc- 
cessors of Daniel Malan and Hendrik Verwoerd (two of the most notable architects and 
practitioners of apartheid and racially-motivated oppression) are Robert Mugabe of 
Zimbabwe and Omar al-Bashir of the Sudan. 

But of course Mugabe and al-Bashir are black politicians. And it would — I suspect 
— never do in the circles in which you, Mr McGreal, move, to suggest that the mantel 
of apartheid is now worn so brazenly, so comprehensively and so proudly by the 
descendants of those whom Verwoerd and Malan had hated the most. But as for us 
Jews, Mr McGreal, we're fair game, aren't we? 
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A UN paper so biased it's funny 


16 March 2007 


Later this month, the Human Rights Council of the United Nations, meeting in Geneva, 
will consider a report on “Human rights in the Palestinian territories”. 

The essay is the work of John Dugard, currently professor of international law at 
the University of Leiden in the Netherlands, but a native of South Africa, and (so it 
has been alleged) a renowned authority on the legal aspects of apartheid. He is also, 
by his own admission, an opponent of the Jewish claim to national self-determination 
and therefore of the Jewish state. 

In a report written for the now-defunct Human Rights Commission of the UN in 
January 2006, Professor Dugard referred with evident admiration to a monograph writ- 
ten by an American academic, Virginia Tilley, advocating the replacement of Israel by a 
secular binational state. Nor did he make any secret of his antipathy to Jewish people. 
Referring to the inability of Palestinian Arab aliens to roam freely in the capital of the 
Jewish state, Jerusalem (naturally, because they are not Israeli citizens), he lamented 
that “Words cannot convey the hardships to which Palestinians are subjected in the 
interests of the Judaisation of Jerusalem.” 

Indeed, on first reading Professor Dugard’s 2006 report, I was impressed above all 
by his evident intention to demonise the Jewish state, along with the Jews who live 
there, by using every pejorative word he could lay his hands on from the lexicon of 
apartheid South Africa. For example, the Jews were creating “Bantustans”, and Jews 
were racists and sexual predators. He referred with relish to “obscene” graffiti he had 
apparently found on the walls of Hebron and alleged that at various checkpoints, Pal- 
estinian Arab women were subjected to “sexual violence by both soldiers and set- 
tlers” — his word for Jewish inhabitants of Israel. 

The Human Rights Commission is now no more. Engulfed in a maelstrom of contro- 
versy and scandal, it was wound up and has been replaced by a Human Rights Council. 
The problem is that the new council is simply the old commission with a new name. Of 
the 47 seats on the council, over half are reserved for African and Asian states; almost 
two-thirds of these are of the Arab and/or Islamic persuasions. 

At its first meeting in Geneva last summer, it naturally singled out Israel's alleged 
“human rights violations” for special treatment. Not sectarian violence in India: not 
the comprehensive absence of human rights in China; not the state-orchestrated mur- 
der of dissidents in Russia and Iran; not the scandal of judicial “honour” killings in 
Pakistan; certainly not the neo-Nazi regime in control of Zimbabwe — but the sup- 
posed violations of human rights in Israel. And to help it in this task, it engaged the 
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services of none other than Professor Dugard. 

The learned professor has now honoured the council by presenting to it a report 
every bit as prejudiced and biased as his previous efforts. 

What struck me most about this latest literary effort is the complete absence of con- 
text, political or legal. Professor Dugard refers throughout to the West Bank and Gaza 
as “the Occupied Palestinian Territory”. But as a professor of international jurispru- 
dence, he must surely know that there is a formidable body of reputable academic 
legal opinion that flies in the face of this tendentious description. The right of Jews 
to settle and live in Judea and Samaria was — as a matter of historical fact — guaran- 
teed by the League of Nations in 1920; this guarantee was confirmed by the United 
Nations upon its foundation in 1946. The West Bank is, in legal terms, res nullius - a 
land belonging to no state, but controlled by the state in possession of it. 

Jewish settlement in the West Bank, far from being illegal (as Professor Dugard 
asserts) and a violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention, is actually permitted by 
that convention so long as the economic situation of the “native” population does 
not suffer. 

Under the control of Israel, the Arab population of the West Bank has one of the 
highest life expectancies in the Middle East, the highest literacy rate, and the larg- 
est number of children per family. These are not my conclusions. You — and Professor 
Dugard — can find them in the Human Development Report for 2006, produced by none 
other than the United Nations. 

So when I read that according to Professor Dugard the entire philosophy of the 
Jewish state is “to establish and maintain domination by one racial group (Jews) over 
another racial group (Palestinians)” and to “systematically” oppress them, I laughed 
out aloud, pausing only to wonder how such palpable rubbish could be written by a 
supposed scholar, at the expense of (among others) the British taxpayer. 
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Human shields can cover up many things 


30 May 2003 


Channel 4’s recent “The Killing Fields” was as biased and tendentious a piece of 
television as any I’ve witnessed in a while. The programme attempted to glorify 
the activities of the self-styled International Solidarity Movement. More than that, it 
sought to canonise several of its adherents who have recently lost their lives or suf- 
fered severe physical injury in the service of its ideals. 

Four days after its screening, Naomi Klein, writing in The Guardian, expanded on the 
issue. Ms Klein asked us to consider the adulatory treatment accorded by the White 
House to Private Jessica Lynch, captured by Iraqi forces during the war of liberation 
and then dramatically rescued. Ms Klein then contrasted this with the almost total 
silence of the American political establishment following the martyrdom (as the ISM 
sees it) of the American college student Rachel Corrie, killed in March as she sought 
to impede the activities of the Israeli Defence Forces in Gaza. 

But in spite of its spurious sentimentality and affected outrage, I actually enjoyed 
reading Klein’s diatribe. For, in it — although she may not even have realised this — she 
has provided us with a most potent statement about Rachel Corrie herself and about 
the ISM, which sponsored her activities. 

Rachel Corrie was killed on Sunday March 16 as she fell under an IDF bulldozer. 
Contrary to media disinformation, she was not shouting though a megaphone. No less 
a person than Joseph Smith, an ISM photographer, has described how, at the time of 
her death, she was “sitting with arms waving.” But what exactly did she think she was 
trying to do? 

The ISM website explains that the organisation is “a Palestinian-led movement of 
Palestinian and international activists working to raise awareness of the struggle for 
Palestinian freedom and an end to Israeli occupation. We utilise non-violent, direct- 
action methods of resistance to confront and challenge illegal Israeli occupation 
forces and policies.” 

Space does not permit me to examine here the contradiction inherent in the 
phrases “non-violent” and “direct-action.” But what I do think worth examining is 
the insistence of the ISM (in a press statement issued at the beginning of May) that 
its “activists are NOT human shields. “The term human shield is a specific reference 
to civilians used by military or armed personnel for protection. The ISM DOES NOT do 
this... We request that the press cease using this terminology as it is false, and instead 
refer to the ISM activists as accompaniment for Palestinian civilians, or as interposing 
themselves to prevent war crimes...” 
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Really? 

When I read Naomi Klein's vignette of Rachel Corrie I had to re-access the ISM 
website in order to confirm that I had not mis-remembered its words. Because Ms 
Klein has given us a very different account of what Rachel Corrie believed she was 
doing when she sat down in front of the IDF bulldozer: “If suicide bombers turn their 
bodies into weapons of death, Corrie turned hers into the opposite - a weapon of life, 
a ‘human shield.” 

Whatever the ISM may have thought about Rachel Corrie’s motives in supporting 
its endeavours, Rachel Corrie herself determined to act as a human shield, did so act, 
and must have been prepared to give her life in that capacity. 

Some commentators have sought to compare Rachel Corrie to Martin Luther King. 
Such a comparison is grotesque. 

Rachel Corrie was well known for her anti-Israeli and anti-American views. A 
photograph of her taken in Gaza shows her burning the American flag in front of 
a group of Palestinian Arab children. Martin Luther King did not, to the best of my 
knowledge, burn the American flag publicly, or even in private. Unlike Corrie, he was 
a true American patriot. 

As to the ISM, I have to say that I find its various statements about itself confus- 
ing and contradictory. It claims that the activities of Islamic suicide bombers “are in 
complete contradiction to the purpose and commitment of ISM to non-violent resis- 
tance.” But - in spite of my e-mail inquiry to the organisation last week — it seems 
unwilling to go quite so far as to condemn suicide bombings outright. If it is true that 
it gives no assistance to Palestinian terrorists/ freedom-fighters, it seems to me that 
it has nonetheless allowed itself to be exploited by them. 

None of this essential context appeared in Naomi Klein’s eulogy of Rachel Corrie, 
or in the Channel 4 feature. But what I did notice was that the feature referred to 
Palestinian “fighters.” The word “terrorist” was never used. I will, however, say some- 
thing in support of Corrie herself. Though, in my view, a misguided and foolish woman, 
she showed considerably more determination than the pathetic British human shields 
who, you may recall, went out to Baghdad but then took the bus home at the first sign 
of danger. That is the only epitaph I am prepared to concede. 
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There’s a PA in Patten and a Patten in PA 


25 July 2003 


Students of diplomacy tell us that peace, like war, needs to be funded. After the 
defeat of Nazi Germany, the Americans poured huge quantities of money into post- 
war Europe to stem the tide of Communism and (in the case of West Germany) to bring 
prosperity in the belief that prosperity would act as a powerful barrier against any 
resurgence of Nazism. 

This belief was not misplaced. But, in the case of Germany, the huge quantities of 
money that came its way were accompanied by wholesale regime change, and more. 
The entire apparatus of Nazism, from its militarism to its racism, was dismantled, swept 
away, at a stroke. The price for the acceptance of US dollars was the complete aban- 
donment of Nazi ideology and the ousting of what remained of the Nazi leadership. 

I make these points to underline that I’m not opposed in principle to the use of 
money as a way of winning a peace. On the contrary, I recognise its potency. “In defeat, 
defiance,” wrote Churchill, “in victory, magnanimity.” I am prepared to be magnani- 
mous towards the Palestinians now that it is clear that the intifada has failed. 

It has failed miserably because, in spite of the Jewish blood that it has spilled, it 
has failed to crack the resolve either of the state of Israel or of the Jewish people — or 
of the nations who support Israel and the Jewish people. 

Indeed, as even some Arab writers are now proclaiming, it has brought nothing but 
misery to the Palestinians themselves, half of whom are out of work and over half of 
whom are living below the poverty line, on less than two American dollars a day. 

When members of the British Parliament, like Oona King, interviewed in last week’s 
JC, visit Palestinian areas, and are understandably shocked by what they see, they 
need to remind themselves that the Palestinian squalor and misery they witness were 
brought about by none other than the Palestinians. No one else is to blame. 

The statistics I have just quoted come from the European Union's Commissioner for 
External Affairs, Chris Patten. Writing in the Financial Times on July 16, he painted a 
distressing picture of malnutrition and destitution among the Palestinian population. 

“The Palestinian economy is shattered,” he wrote, and “the cash-strapped Pales- 
tinian Authority has run up arrears to suppliers.” 

But (Commissioner Patten hastened to reassure us) the EU was coming to the 
rescue. An emergency repair programme in the sum of 30 million Euros (roughly £20 
million) has already been launched, while an additional 40 million Euros have been 
dispatched to President Yasir Arafat's Ministry of Finance “to help pay off arrears to 
the private sector.” 
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Now before any budding member of Jews for Justice for Palestinians starts putting 
finger to word-processor, let me say, again, that I am not, in principle, opposed to this 
largesse — funded by you and me, remember, every time we pay for anything which at- 
tracts Value Added Tax. After all, in victory, magnanimity. But I ask myself, what quid 
pro quo has Commissioner Patten wrung out of President Arafat? 

Surely all this money - your money and mine — cannot be remitted to Palestine 
just like that, with no strings attached? 

Well, silly me, of course there are strings attached. Had I got a grip on myself and 
read a bit further in the good Commissioner's article I would have seen that the he had 
insisted (as well he might, since it’s your money and mine he’s spending) that Presi- 
dent Arafat embrace “a credible and transparent internal accounting system.” 

What is more, “the recruitment of staff has ceased to be a covert form of social 
security.” And, for good measure, mind you, the EU has insisted that the PA must 
adopt a law “granting independence to the judiciary.” 

So, there you have it. It’s all hunky-dory, above board, transparent, and may even 
bear a modest resemblance to Lord Nolan’s famous principles of good conduct in 
public life. Commissioner Patten is as pleased as Punch, so much so that he is promising 
another 40 million Euros “conditional on continuing financial reform.” 

Except, of course, that it’s not all hunky-dory. 

Two days before Chris Patten’s FT article, another article - in the Evening Standard, 
and written by the JC's editor, Ned Temko — addressed the issue of media bias against 
Israel. Among other things, it reminded readers that young Palestinian men and women 
don’t just go into a DIY store, buy the materials they need to equip themselves as 
suicide bombers, and then march into battle. The apparatus of suicide bombing needs 
infrastructure, organisation and planning. 

Commissioner Patten might have insisted on the complete dismantling of this or- 
ganisational apparatus before one penny of your money and mine was paid to the PA. 
He might have asked that the PA break entirely with Hamas and Islamic Jihad. He 
might have insisted that President Arafat and his entourage publicly repudiate all 
forms of military action against Jews and the Jewish state. He might, indeed, have 
demanded that the Palestinian leadership be entirely replaced, leaving in power 
neither Yasir Arafat nor any who identify with his aims. 

Commissioner Patten, the principles of accountability in public life surely mean that 
you owe it to us, whose money you are spending, to explain why you did not do so. 
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Let us have some real Palestinian justice 


26 September 2003 


Earlier this month, the Jewish actress Miriam Margolyes made a scathing public 
attack on Israeli policies in the disputed territories. Speaking at a reception in hon- 
our of a delegation of Israeli and Arab women visiting London, Ms Margolyes recalled 
a visit she had made to Gaza and suggested that the attitude of Israelis “had filtered 
through from Auschwitz.” Anticipating that her words would not find favour in certain 
quarters, she explained that as “a very proud Jew” she did not have the time “to make 
moral compromises.” 

Ms Margolyes is not the first Jewish media personality publicly to have criticised 
Israeli policy in the territories. By themselves, the public declarations of Jewish 
politicians and film stars may not mean very much. But it is not their content which 
is important. What is important is the fact that these individuals are in the public 
eye. And it is precisely because they are in the public eye that what they say, however 
misconceived or one-sided, has a disproportionate impact. 

Let me say at once that I support the right of Ms Margolyes to form whatever 
opinions happen to take her fancy, and to exploit her public image in order to attract, 
on behalf of those opinions, the widest possible audience. Indeed, I must confess to 
a certain level of envy. 

Because I am also a very proud Jew, I, too, refuse to make moral compromises. 
If only I had the public profile enjoyed by Ms Margolyes, I would also exploit it un- 
ashamedly to draw attention to certain injustices suffered by people in the Arab world. 

I would, for example, use my public profile to draw attention to the fact that there 
are Palestinian Arabs who deeply deplore the tactics of terror and the strategy of stub- 
bornness adopted by the Palestinian Authority and its paramilitary wings, which have 
resulted in the conditions in Gaza which Ms Margolyes found so distressing. 

Believe it or not, there are Palestinian Arabs who have called, and still call, 
for an end to these tactics and to these strategies. The problem is, they are in- 
variably labelled as collaborators, and can find themselves shot, or hanged from 
convenient lampposts. 

In its 2002 report on human rights, the American State Department catalogued 
not less than 35 cases in which Palestinian “collaborators,” arrested by the Palestinian 
Authority, had been summarily murdered without due process of law. 

In its most recent report on life in the areas administered by the Palestin- 
ian Authority, Amnesty International has drawn attention to “scores of Palestinians” 
who it says have been killed unlawfully. 
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The PA has, according to Amnesty International, “consistently” failed to investi- 
gate these killings and, needless to say, none of the perpetrators of these crimes has 
ever been brought to justice. 

And if they were brought to justice, what justice, precisely, would they face? In 
much of the Arab world, the system of justice is a theocratic system. By this, I mean 
that the machinery of justice is designed to serve religious, political and national ends. 
We have seen this system at work recently in Saudi Arabia, where innocent British 
citizens, arrested after a series of bombings in the capital, Riyadh, were reportedly 
tortured into “confessing” to having been involved in the attacks, as part of a supposed 
“turf” war over the illegal sale of alcohol, whereas the bombings were almost certainly 
carried out by homegrown Saudi terrorists. 

In a number of Islamic countries, there is overt and officially sanctioned persecution 
of Christians, more particularly of Islamic converts to Christianity. 

During the summer, the Barnabas Fund, which supports Christians suffering 
persecution at the hands of Muslims, documented the case of a Muslim-turned- 
Christian who disappeared. His mutilated body was returned to his family in four 
pieces. This happened in “Palestine.” 

In the West Bank and Gaza (as in Saudi Arabia), practising homosexuals are sub- 
jected to a reign of terror almost as merciless as that visited upon “collaborators.” 
Anyone caught practising sodomy can be jailed for up to 10 years, and members of the 
gay community have been beaten senseless and killed by their families for engaging 
in “dishonourable” practices. 

Israel, which decriminalised sodomy in 1987, is a signatory to a convention which 
calls on member states of the United Nations to give asylum to those facing persecution 
on account of their sexual orientation. 

In what is surely one of the most ironic twists in the current conflict between 
Israel and its Arab neighbours, around 300 members of the Palestinian-Arab gay 
community are currently living in Israel, having fled there to escape persecution 
back home. 

Ms Margolyes is a prominent adherent of the organisation called Jews for Justice 
in Palestine. Although I’m not myself a member of this body, I too, as a proud Jew 
disdainful of moral compromise, am anxious to promote justice in Palestine. 

Justice is inseparable from the rule of law. And I therefore wonder whether Ms 
Margolyes, in her propaganda work in and for the Arabs of Gaza and the West Bank, can 
find the time to use her media profile to publicise the complete absence of the rule of 
law in the areas administered by the Palestinian Authority. 

And whether she might not find the time to draw public attention also to the per- 
secution, in these areas, of practising homosexuals, a state of affairs which reminds 
me (and which may also, perchance, remind Ms Margolyes) of Nazism. 
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So, Dr Waite, what of ‘so-called’ evil? 


27 February 2004 


I never cease to be astonished at the foolishness of otherwise apparently intelligent 
people. JC readers will, I am sure, recall the ordeal suffered by Dr Terry Waite. In 
January 1987, Dr Waite, envoy of the then Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, 
was kidnapped while in Beirut trying to negotiate the release of hostages taken by 
pro-Iranian terrorists operating in Lebanon. 

I personally regard any “negotiation” with hostage takers as a form of appeasement. 
On the eve of my embarkation for Beirut (admittedly in somewhat calmer times some 
years later), I left instructions that, in the event of my capture by hostage-takers no 
“negotiation” of any description was to be entered into. 

Dr Waite’s 1987 mission turned out to be a double misjudgement. In the first 
place, the very fact that he travelled to Beirut to negotiate with terrorists handed his 
kidnappers a massive public-relations victory. Secondly, the very terrorists with whom 
he was negotiating then took him hostage. 

In 1991, after 1,763 days in captivity, Dr Waite was released. Earlier this month, 
some dozen-or-so years later, he returned to Beirut. His purpose? To inspect proj- 
ects in Palestinian-Arab refugee camps in north Lebanon which are being funded by 
Y-Care International, the development agency (in fact an arm of the Young Men’s 
Christian Association) that Dr Waite helped found 20 years ago. From there, incidentally, 
he travelled on to east Jerusalem to visit rehabilitation and training centres in 
the territories. 

On his re-arrival in Beirut, Dr Waite was asked whether he had forgiven his 1987 
captors. “I was angry at the time I was taken,” he replied, “but I can genuinely say 
that I never let that anger turn to bitterness... Certainly, I have forgiven them. I 
don’t agree with what they did, but I understand why they behaved by using such 
methods. Hostages were seen as symbols of the West, which they blame for a number 
of their problems.” 

You can see where this is going, can’t you? 

Christians see forgiveness as a virtue. They “turn the other cheek.” This is not 
a Jewish virtue — nor, so far as I understand it, an Islamic one. Be that as it may, 
Dr Waite has forgiven those who held him hostage, and he now “understands” their 
outrageous behaviour. And, in a further announcement in Beirut, he said that he was 
“not happy with the way in which we in the West are attempting to deal with “so- 
called terrorism.” 


It is the considered opinion of Dr Waite that this “so-called terrorism” (note the 
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phrase carefully) is the fault of the West. And why might that be? In Dr Waite’s words, 
“Because of the chronic failure to deal with fundamental problems such as the Israeli- 
Arab dispute, we are making further problems across the Arab world, pushing more 
people into extreme positions which then, because they have no hope, simply means 
that we foster terrorists.” 

So there you have it. It’s our fault that terrorism flourishes in the Arab world. If 
only we solved “fundamental problems such as the Israeli-Arab dispute” all would be 
well. By not solving these problems, “we” push the Arabs to extremism. 

Not to put too fine a point on it, then, “we” oblige Arabs to become terrorists. They 
have no choice in the matter. We fail to solve problems and this failure - no doubt 
through the agency of some primeval genetic impulse over which Arabs actually have 
no control — compels them to take people hostage, blow people up indiscriminately, 
and smash jet aircraft into skyscrapers. 

You might as well argue — and I shall not be surprised if this argument were to 
surface in some revisionist pseudo-history book — that the Blitz that Hitler’s Luftwaffe 
unleashed upon Britain was actually the fault of the British. If only Chamberlain had 
acquiesced in the conquest of Poland by Nazi Germany. If only Churchill had accepted 
the Nazi conquest of France and the Low Countries, the Blitz might never have hap- 
pened. (As a matter of fact, this type of thinking is indeed appearing in the writings 
of certain contemporary German historians, but that is another story.) 

The contorted rationale employed by Dr Waite is symptomatic of an approach to 
“understanding” terrorism that I find deeply worrying. To begin with, since Dr Waite 
is a practising Christian, I must assume that he believes in the concept of evil, and in 
its reality. But it does not seem to have occurred to him that his captors were in fact 
neither more nor less than evil, and that they were motivated by purely evil intent. 

Secondly, to listen to Dr Waite you would think that the Arab world has no alternative 
to terrorism — sorry, “so-called” terrorism — in its search for a solution to its dispute 
with Israel. Whereas of course there is an alternative: negotiation, which large portions 
of that world reject. 

Thirdly, I wonder what Dr Waite and others of a like mind would make of Jew- 
ish terrorism. Suppose Jews started taking Arabs hostage. Suppose Jewish suicide 
bombers started blowing up Arabs. 

Would Dr Waite declare that this was only “so-called” terrorism, and that the Jews 
had simply been obliged to employ these methods because they had no alternative? 
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More raspberry- than whistle-blower 


11 June 2004 


The Mordechai Vanunu show has hit town. While Vanunu himself (or “Morde,” as The 
Sunday Times affectionately calls him) is holed up in the Anglican Cathedral in 
Jerusalem (as house-guest of the anti-Zionist bishop), the publicity-hungry Sun- 
day Times, in cahoots with the BBC, is squeezing every inch of sales potential out of 
“Morde” and his story. 

Morde, a disaffected technician dismissed from his job at the nuclear facility at 
Dimona in 1985, told his story to the aforementioned, publicity-hungry Sunday Times 
the following year. More than that, he handed over photographs he claimed to have 
taken inside the facility. The newspaper then used these materials to run a so-called 
sensational story, claiming that they proved that Israel was a “major nuclear power.” 

This was hardly news. 

On October 11, 2002, I reminded JC readers that “when I lectured in Israel in 
the late 1970s, and drew attention then to its nuclear armaments programme, based 
on its atomic facilities at Dimona, I was never challenged.” Indeed, I can recall 
lecturing to my students in London University on this very topic — Israel as a major 
nuclear power. 

Whether Morde’s snapshots were in fact genuine, I know not. That he had worked 
at Dimona was undeniable. But he was no “whistle-blower.” This term refers to those 
who publicise illegal or unconstitutional practices. What Morde did, as even The Sunday 
Times has been candid enough to acknowledge, was simply to elevate his own 
personal agenda above the law of the land. 

Well, the land hit back. An elaborate plan was hatched to lure Morde away from the 
protection of The Sunday Times in London and get him to travel to Rome, from whence 
he might be apprehended the more easily and shipped (literally) back to Israel. 

The person who persuaded him to travel to Rome was a brilliant Mossad agent, 
Cheryl Bentov, who, as the seductress “Cindy,” mesmerised Morde with the induce- 
ment of spending time with her at “her sister's apartment” (actually a Mossad safe 
house) in the Eternal City. 

The Sunday Times has referred to Ms Bentov as “a blonde, plumpish woman.” I 
prefer the verdict of Morde. She was “a little bit of a beauty.” 

The dim-witted Morde ~ who emerges from this Saga as a shmendrik with few 
principles but, admittedly, a certain cunning - fell (and how!) for Ms Bentov’s charms. 
Still a virgin at 31, he could scarcely contain himself. He was, as one Sunday Times 
executive somewhat undiplomatically put it, “desperate” for sex. 
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Morde hurried off to Rome, using a ticket bought by “Cindy.” But, instead of find- 
ing Cindy in bed naked and with arms outstretched, he discovered all too late that Ms 
Bentov had delivered him into the arms of the Mossad heavy brigade, who then re- 
turned him to Israel, where he was rightly convicted of various traitorous activities. 

In Britain, after the Second World War, the handful of traitors who were convicted 
of similar crimes (such as William “Lord Haw-Haw” Joyce) were executed. Morde can 
consider himself fortunate that his sentence was one of 18 years’ imprisonment, which 
he has now completed. 

At the time of Morde’s trial, The Sunday Times was understandably furious.It had 
failed to protect its source. Ever since then, it seems that scarcely a week has gone 
by without the newspaper running a Morde story. His release has now provided it 
with even more copy, including the overnight detention of its reporter, Peter Hounam, 
whose vague claim to have warned Morde that “Cindy” might indeed have been an 
Israeli agent merits (in my humble opinion) further investigation - perhaps by the 
publicity-hungry Sunday Times itself. 

Though hindsight is the greatest enemy of the historian, I think it worthwhile 
nonetheless to point out that Israel has made several errors of judgment in its handling 
of Morde and The Sunday Times. 

There is, for instance, the argument that Israel should have done nothing in 1986. 
The melodramatic detention of Peter Hounam also served no serious purpose, and has 
only given The Sunday Times yet another Morde-related story to tell. The conditions 
under which Morde now enjoys his release from Shekmer prison may well be justifiable, 
but seem to me outweighed by the further damage they cause to Israel's image as a 
liberal democracy. 

The question is: what is Israel to do now? Let me offer a few suggestions. 

Morde was born in Morocco. He was able to emigrate to Israel in 1963 because he 
was Jewish. He no longer is so, having converted to Christianity. Therefore, let him 
be deported back to his country of origin. Or let him be expelled, perhaps, to the ter- 
ritories controlled by the Palestinians. 

I am told that there are plans to make a film based on Morde’s adventures. This 
initiative needs to be nipped in the bud, and the way to do this is for Israel and its 
friends to make the film first. After all, it has all the ingredients of a box-office success: 
espionage; betrayal of one’s country; cheque-book journalism; and — of course — sex. 
The kind of story, in other words, that the publicity-hungry Sunday Times, for one, 


would almost certainly drool over. 
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Murky business from start to Finnish 


25 June 2004 


To what extent is one sovereign state justified in interfering in the affairs of another? 

What I particularly have in mind are sovereign states that are completely at peace 
with each other, enjoy full diplomatic relations, and are also, for good measure, 
thousands of miles apart. 

To those of you minded to answer immediately that there can never be such a 
justification, I need to issue a few words of warning. 

There might be circumstances in which interference is not only justified, but vir- 
tually obligatory — for example, to go to the assistance of and protect citizens of one 
country who find themselves in difficulty while in another. Indeed, so frequently does 
this happen that its justification has been more or less absorbed into that peculiar 
but necessary etiquette that goes by the name of diplomacy. All civilised countries 
allow consular access to foreign nationals, and diplomatic presence when the inter- 
ests of a foreign national are involved. 

At the present trial of the Israeli soldier alleged to have killed the British pro- 
Palestinian activist Tom Hurndall, the Israeli government is permitting British diplomats 
to observe the legal proceedings. This is entirely proper, and in accordance with the 
best diplomatic practice. All the diplomatic niceties are, I am sure, being observed. 

But this is a far cry from the breathtaking details revealed in recent proceedings 
within the confines of the Knesset interior committee, which, in April, turned its spot- 
light on a murky subject: the funding of the Israeli organisation Peace Now by foreign 
governments in general and by the government of Finland in particular. 

That’s right, Finland — thousands of miles to the north of Israel, much of it located 
within the Arctic Circle. Home to the Lapps and the reindeer. Once ruled over by Field 
Marshal Mannerheim, the only ally in whom Adolf Hitler could place genuine trust. 

Members of the Knesset interior committee have been poring over documents 
which confirm that the Finnish government has been funding Peace Now. To be precise, 
they have been perusing a grant application made by Peace Now to the Finnish 
government, which the Finns decided to support to the tune of 50,000 Euros - 
roughly £33,000. 

As befits all bona fide grant applications, the applicants naturally had to indi- 
cate why they wanted the money. Peace Now was refreshingly frank. It wanted the 
money to conduct surveys of housing construction within Jewish settlements in Judea, 
Samaria, Gaza, the Golan and Jerusalem. Twice a month, said Peace Now, it needed 
to rent a light aircraft to conduct reconnaissance flights over these areas, and take 
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photographs. It also needed road transport — to be precise, armoured cars — to shift 
its volunteers from one part of the territories to another. 

As also befits all bona fide grant applications, Peace Now had to declare what its 
objective was. It did so, declaring it to be the production of “tangible graphic and 
quantitative data” to assist in “the fulfilment of the Road Map.” 

And, as yet again befits all bona fide grant applications, Peace Now had to dem- 
onstrate how it would disseminate its findings. Again, it did so. The findings were to 
be distributed to the international diplomatic corps, the international press and, of 
course, the Israeli public. (It did not mention the usefulness of the findings to the 
PLO, which has Peace Now maps pinned to the walls of its offices.) 

Faced with such chutzpah, members of the interior committee were left to ponder 
the contents of the Israeli penal code and, in particular, the section of that code that 
quite sensibly defines photography of sensitive areas of Israel for any foreign power 
as an act of espionage punishable by up to 10 years’ imprisonment. 

While settlement construction sites are not sensitive areas in the military sense, 
they are not exactly insensitive in the eyes of those enemies of Israel intent on 
attacking both military and civilian targets. And if it turns out that there are grounds 
for prosecution, I hope such a prosecution will be brought. If there are no grounds 
under present law, the law needs amending without delay. 

But, irrespective of the outcome of any prosecution, there is another line of action 
open to the government of Israel which I hope it will take: to demand a full, public 
apology from the Finnish government, failing which, the Israeli ambassador should be 
withdrawn from Helsinki. 

What right and what business had the government of Finland in advancing funds 
to a private group for the express purpose of carrying out activities designed to un- 
dermine the democratically elected government of a country with which Finland is 
at peace? In making available such funds, the Finnish government was surely 
interfering in the internal affairs of another country, in circumstances which brook 
of no legitimate justification. 

I have been told that the motives of Finland were merely to advance the cause of 
peace. In that case, I am bound to ask why, in approving the grant, the Finns did not 
also insist that Peace Now extend its surveillance to areas under the control of the 
Palestinian Authority — say to rocket-making factories in Gaza and to Islamic terrorist 
academies on the West Bank. 

The fact that they did not do so speaks volumes. 
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Disturbing turns in pulpits and theses 


9 July 2004 


Last month, the bishops of the Church of England met in Liverpool, prior to the July 
meeting of the General Synod in York. Their Graces were apparently very vocal on the 
subjects of allied treatment of Iraqi prisoners, Islamophobia and the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. In relation to the last, their Graces expressed alarm that Israel appeared to 
be pressing ahead with its own peace agenda, backed by an American administration 
which — in their view — was far from being an honest broker. 

In response to these concerns, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York wrote 
a private letter to the Prime Minister. Both Rowan Williams (Canterbury) and David 
Hope (York) are members of the House of Lords. It struck me as more than a little odd 
that neither of them had used this privileged position to question government policy 
in that public forum. For the most part, their private letter consisted of nothing more 
than pious platitudes. But what caught my eye was the following sentence towards 
the end of their epistle: “Within the wider Christian community we also have theo- 
logical work to do to counter those interpretations of the Scriptures from outside the 
mainstream of the tradition which appear to have become increasingly influential in 
fostering an uncritical and one-sided approach to the future of the Holy Land.” 

For the benefit of those of you who may be completely baffled by this sentence, 
I need to explain that it is an oblique reference to the alleged influence of a certain 
interpretation of Christianity on Christians in general and on the Bush Administration 
in particular. In writing to the Prime Minister in these terms, the Right Reverend 
Pretates of Canterbury and York were signalling that they intend to throw the weight 
of the Church of England against what is known as Christian Zionism. 

During the 19" century, Christian Zionists proclaimed their conviction that the 
restoration of the Jews to Palestine constituted a divine mandate, a necessary prelude 
to the Second Coming of the Messiah. They thus made a most important contribution 
to the groundswell of public opinion in this country (as in the USA) in favour of the 
re-establishment, in Palestine, of a Jewish homeland, perhaps leading to a Jewish 
sovereign state. 

Arthur James Balfour was one of their number. Forget the stories you've heard 
about the Balfour Declaration having been a device to bring America into the Great 
War, or a reward to Chaim Weizmann for his researches into the manufacture of 
explosives. Balfour was a Christian mystic, convinced that God had chosen him to play 
a unique role in the fulfilment of biblical prophecy. 


That, basically, was why he went out of his way to obtain Cabinet approval for his 
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famous Declaration to Lord Rothschild in November 1917. 

Christian Zionism is now under ferocious attack from adherents of what is known 
as Replacement Theology — the conviction that the Jews have forfeited their right to 
the promises God made to them in the Hebrew Bible. According to this view, the prime 
concern of Christians is not, therefore, to assist the survival of the Jewish state. 

And those Christians who do busy themselves in this way are deemed to be helping 
to shore up a racist state that oppresses Palestinian Muslims and Christians alike. The 
legitimate business of Christians is to denounce this ‘apartheid’ state which functions 
on racist principles. 

How do I know that these are the guiding principles of replacement theology? 
Because I have recently been reading the soon-to-be-published doctoral thesis of a 
clergyman whom I take to be one of its foremost British exponents, the Reverend Dr 
Stephen Sizer, vicar of Christ Church, Virginia Water. 

The copy of his Middlesex University doctoral thesis I read was kindly provided by 
Dr Sizer himself. Now a doctoral thesis should be an objective, sustained and original 
contribution to knowledge and understanding. But much of Dr Sizer’s thesis struck me 
as little more than his own religious prejudices dressed up in academic quise. 

Of course, Dr Sizer is entitled to harbour whatever prejudices take his peculiar 
Christian fancy about any subject on God's Earth. What is more, he is, within reason 
and the law of the land, entitled to express these prejudices, in public. But I (who 
have examined many doctorates in my time) would not have expected to see state- 
ments such as the following in a doctoral thesis of a reputable English university: 
“Christian Zionism is an exclusive theology that focuses on the Jews in the Land rather 
than an inclusive theology that centres on Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world. It 
consequently provides a theological endorsement for racial segregation, apartheid 
and war,” and “To suggest ... that the Jewish people continue to have a special rela- 
tionship with God, apart from faith in Jesus, or to have exclusive rights to a land, a city 
and temple is ... ‘biblical anathema’.” (The quote is from a Christian writer of whom 
Dr Sizer clearly approves.) 

Dr Sizer is a man of considerable literary and oratorical powers. His website might 
be described as a comprehensive electronic denunciation of Christian Zionism and all 
its works. I am told that he is already much in demand as a speaker on this subject. 
Now that the Archbishops of York and Canterbury have joined his crusade, I predict 
that the calls on his time will be greater still. Be warned. 
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Verdict endorsing cant and hypocrisy 


30 July 2004 


There has been so much media coverage of the decision of the International Court of 
Justice to declare Israel's security barrier illegal that I have hesitated to add to the 
millions of column-inches devoted to this topic. I do so now only because I fear that 
the deeper significance of the ICI decision, endorsed overwhelmingly by the UN Gen- 
eral Assembly, may be lost in the welter of words. 

It’s true that the ire of the UN’s Muslim bloc has been roused by the impact which 
the barrier, fence or wall has had on the ability of Islamic terrorists to murder Jews. 

Some bombers will, tragically, always get through. But there is no doubt that the 
wall, barrier or fence has made life much more difficult for them. Intelligence gathered 
from captured terrorists reflects their frustration at the negative impact the barrier, 
fence or wall has had on their murderous ambitions. 

It’s equally undeniable that the construction of the fence, wall or barrier has 
encroached on Palestinian Arab property and has, in some places, led to a marked dete- 
rioration in the quality of life of local Palestinian populations. But the deterioration in 
the quality of life of Jewish victims of Islamic terrorism is also undeniable. 

There is a difficult balance to be struck between the duties to minimise hardship 
caused by the barrier and to maximise the protection the barrier affords. Recently, 
Israel's Supreme Court ruled that an 18-mile segment of the barrier must be re-routed 
because, in its view, that balance hadn't been struck in a reasonable manner. 

At the same time, the Supreme Court judgment reiterated that “it is permitted, 
by the international law applicable to an area under belligerent occupation, to take 
possession of an individual's land in order to erect a separation fence upon it, on the 
condition that this is necessitated by military needs.” 

But we should dismiss from our minds any notion that pressure to refer the matter to 
the ICJ stemmed primarily from concern about the plight of some Palestinians whose 
lives and livelihoods have been affected by the barrier’s construction. After all, other 
Arabs (such as the mayor of Umm al-Fahm, quoted in Ha‘aretz on July 11) have appar- 
ently welcomed the barrier, as improving the quality of their lives by protecting them 
from mobsters. 

What lay behind the decision to seek the support of the UN’s General Assembly in 
referring the matter to the ICJ was the Islamic suspicion that the construction of the 
barrier marks a de facto alteration of the cease-fire line (separating Israel from its 
immediate Arab neighbours) as agreed upon in 1949. 


Behind this suspicion lies the fear that, de facto, that cease-fire line has been swept 
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away and replaced by another, enlarging still further, if not the internationally rec- 
ognised borders, then certainly the actual territorial dimensions of the Jewish state. 

And behind that suspicion lies the realisation that, not for the first time, the 
Islamic world can blame only itself for this latest naqba (catastrophe). For if there 
were no Islamic terror, the Jewish state would not have had the pretext for building 
the barrier in the first place. 

The decision of the ICJ was a foregone conclusion. I have read its judgment from 
start to finish. Shorn of the legal mumbo-jumbo, the ICJ declared that building the 
barrier, wall or fence on Arab land constituted an inadmissible acquisition of territory 
by force. In so saying, the ICJ was itself guilty of an unwarranted assumption. The 
wording of the UN resolution which invoked the intervention of the ICJ talked about 
“the legal consequences arising from the construction of the wall being built by 
Israel, the occupying power, in the occupied Palestinian territory.” 

But whether in fact any of the land on which the barrier is being built is “occupied 
Palestinian territory” is itself open to dispute. 

From time to time, some JC readers take me to task for writing about “the dis- 
puted territories” rather than “the occupied territories,” or just “the territories.” But 
in fact my description is accurate. The ownership of these territories ~ I am thinking 
especially of East Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria — is “in dispute.” Hence they are 
“disputed territories.” 

The clear implication of the ICJ judgment is that the territories on which the bar- 
rier is being built are not in dispute, but are occupied. That — and not the hardship 
suffered by Palestinians — is why the authority of the ICI was invoked in the first place. 
And that is why the Islamic world was, for a moment, cock-a-hoop at the result. 

The argument has been put that Israel should heed the words of the ICJ, and the 
voice of the UN General Assembly, because Israel was itself re-created by the UN, 
whose voice is the voice of “world opinion.” 

Yes, in 1947, the UN was privileged to play a part in the re-establishment of the 
Jewish state. Today no such proposition would gain UN backing. Today, the UN is full 
of corrupt and repressive states. The UN may once have possessed some sort of moral 
authority; today it lacks any. 

In the current race for the White House, both the Republican President George W. 
Bush and his Democrat challenger, John Kerry, have gone on record as denying that 
the United States needs anyone’s permission to defend itself. 

The same is true of the state of Israel. 
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Money and justice are seldom in tune 


5 August 2005 


We shall probably never know for certain whether the Islamists who bombed London 
on July 7 timed their mass-murderous activities to coincide with the G8 Summit at 
the Gleneagles Hotel, Perthshire, or whether they went about their gruesome work in 
order (I know I'm putting this mildly) to take the edge off the celebrations following 
the choice of London for the 2012 Olympics. 

But since mass murders on the scale experienced by Londoners on that date take 
considerable planning, and the choice of London for the Olympics could not have been 
known in advance, whereas the Perthshire venue for the G8 summit had been public 
knowledge for some considerable period, we are probably on safe ground in assuming 
that the massacres of July 7 and the holding of the G8 Summit at that time were linked 
in some way. 

What the bombers achieved may, of course, not have been what they intended 
to achieve. An academic colleague has suggested to me that perhaps all that they 
intended to achieve was, simply (but forcefully) to remind the national leaders gath- 
ered at Gleneagles that Islam and Islamic ambitions and concerns had better not be 
forgotten. Well, this they certainly achieved. But - whether intended or not — they 
achieved other things besides. 

One of their undoubted achievements was to move the global public focus away 
from Africa, away from climate-change, away from issues of world poverty. Remember 
all that media hype - Sir Bob Geldof and his happy-clappy “Live 8” festival, TV and 
radio coverage of Africa and its problems, public demonstrations by the trendy left 
against the “climate criminal,” George W Bush? The Make Poverty History campaign? 
Well, all that seems a long time ago now, the memories and the passions they aroused 
washed away by the blood spilt in London. 

But, to its credit, the G8 Summit carried on, almost regardless. “G8” stands for 
“Group of Eight.” The idea was a French invention, and dates from 1975. The then 
newly elected French President, Valery Giscard d'Estaing, declared it would be a good 
idea for the leaders of the world’s most advanced economies to meet regularly to 
discuss what at first were economic issues. Inevitably, these came to include all 
matters of world importance. 

If truth be told, Giscard d'Estaing was preoccupied with propping up his own in- 
creasingly unpopular presidency of France, to which he was not re-elected in 1981. He 
then devoted himself to a new obsession, the redrafting of the European constitution, 
the rewritten version of which the French themselves (you will recall) rejected earlier 
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this year and which is now effectively dead. 

But the G8 idea lives on. At vast expense (the Gleneagles shindig is officially said 
to have cost £10 millions but we can, I think, safely double that at the final reckoning), 
heavily guarded world leaders meet “in seclusion” to apply their collective wisdom 
to the problems of the age. Africa was clearly high on their Scottish agenda. No one 
who has watched TV footage of famine-stricken and war-torn Africa can fail to be 
moved by images of skeletal children begging for food, more often than not orphaned 
because their parents had died of Aids. The problems of Africa are for the most part 
self-inflicted but I have donated and will continue to donate to the efforts of reputable 
charities working in that unhappy continent. 

So, although I believe that in general those who owe debts should pay them, I am 
not much aggrieved that the debts of some of the world’s poorest nations were written 
off at Gleneagles, if for no other reason than that there was never a chance in hell of 
these debts being recovered. 

Nor do I begrudge — much - the Gleneagles agreement to double aid for Africa by 
2010, with an extra $25 billion per annum destined for Africa between now and then, 
though I do wish that this money were tied more closely to democratic reforms and 
the dismantling of ruthless totalitarian dictatorships in the Sudan and Zimbabwe. 

But what really caused me a sharp intake of breath was the announcement, buried 
on the Gleneagles website, in a document entitled “Middle East Peace Process,” to the 
effect that the G8 leaders had endorsed a quite irresponsible idea: that in order to 
bring about economic regeneration in the Middle East and “further Palestinian gover- 
nance” it is apparently necessary “to stimulate a global financial contribution of up 
to $3bn per year over the coming three years.” 

I reached for my calculator. Between now and 2008 the sum of nine thousand 
million US dollars is to be donated by the world’s richest nations to the 4.5 million 
inhabitants of “Palestine.” So, while each of the 800 million or so inhabitants of 
Africa will receive an extra $31 per annum, each Palestinian is going to get around 
$670 — over 20 times as much. 

What possible justification can there be for such largesse? Why didn’t the G8 lead- 
ers demand that the corrupt oil-rich regimes of Arabia bail out the Palestinian Au- 
thority, assisted by donations from the wider Islamic world? And why haven't we heard 
from Sir Bob Geldof a comprehensive condemnation of this sacrifice of his beloved 
Africa on the altar of Arab greed? 
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A message from the synod... 


17 February 2006 


For a moment I thought I had it made. On February 6, the synod of the Church of 
England voted to divest from Caterpillar, the world’s largest manufacturer of construc- 
tion and mining equipment. Caterpillar is a multi-billion dollar enterprise; its shares 
currently trade at around £39 each. Just the sort of stock, in fact, to strengthen my 
modest pension fund. 

Last year the Church of England’s Ethical Investment Advisory Group (EIAG) was 
pressurised by anti-Israeli lobbies to consider selling the Church’s holding of 
Caterpillar stock (a portfolio valued at just over £2 million) on the grounds that bull- 
dozers manufactured by the company were being used to demolish Palestinian homes 
and for other allegedly nefarious purposes in the territories. I licked my lips. If the 
CofE unloaded its Caterpillar shares (I calculated), I could no doubt buy them at a 
heaven-sent discount. 

To my annoyance, the EIAG decided not to divest. So imagine my pleasant surprise 
on reading the order of business for last week’s synod. There, on the agenda of the 
synod - the national assembly of the Established Church — was a motion in the name 
of Keith Malcouronne, calling upon the synod to “heed the call” of its sister church 
in Jerusalem and disinvest from companies (such as Caterpillar) “profiting from the 
illegal occupation” of Palestinian territories, “until they changed their policies.” And 
imagine my surprise even more pleasant on reading that, by an overwhelming majority 
that was said by synod-watchers to include none other than His Grace the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, Mr Malcouronne’s motion had been passed. 

I could hardly contain myself. I lost no time in contacting the Anglican Communion 
Office to enquire when the great sell-off of Caterpillar shares was to take place. Mean- 
while, I set about arranging a hefty overdraft facility. Believing that the Anglican 
Church would not wish to stay in possession of such questionable merchandise a 
moment longer than necessary, my idea was to offer immediate cash — sent by 
secure courier to Lambeth Palace — in return for as much stock as my overdraft would 
support. The shares so purchased would go into an ISA, or a Sipp, or whatever new 
tax-efficient product my pension provider cared to put at my disposal. His Grace the 
Archbishop would be happy. The Church would be happy. Caterpillar would be happy. 
And in the Alderman household joy would be unconfined. 

Then - would you believe? — the Church had second thoughts, which is, I am sorry 
to report, another way of saying it lost its nerve. Whilst officials of the EIAG busied 
themselves privately, telephoning Chief Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks and Jon Benjamin, 
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director-general of the Board of Deputies, to assure them that no action would be 
taken to re-open the file on disinvestment, an EIAG spokesperson busied her or him- 
self publicly explaining that Mr Malcouronne’s resolution was an advisory one only. 

“We will of course reflect on the message the synod has sent,” the EIAG statement 
read, “but it does not mean that disinvestment is either imminent or likely.” And for 
good measure, and to make the point absolutely clear, the EIAG’s secretary explained 
that the synod simply could not compel the Church to sell its Caterpillar stock. 

So that was that. But as I disarranged my overdraft, and put to bed any hope of 
early retirement courtesy of the Established Church, I did manage to find the time to 
ask myself what - exactly - was the message the synod has sent us. 

I wondered, for instance, whether the synod had taken action following the report 
last year of the United Nations special envoy on human settlement issues in Zimbabwe. 
Last May the Zimbabwean government launched Operation Murambatsvina (Restore 
Order). Shanty towns, unpleasing to the eye of that evil government, were torn down 
and over half a million of Zimbabwe's poorest citizens were left destitute. Surely to 
goodness (I mused), the synod must have gone into overdrive, demanding at the very 
least the selling of shares in any company that made the bulldozers and demolition 
equipment used by President Mugabe’s army to implement this brutal policy. 

But no. The synod took no such action. 

Then I reflected again on the motion the synod passed on February 6. 

Mr Malcouronne — who incidentally did refer briefly to Zimbabwe in his speech — 
represents the Guildford diocese. He is the lay chairman of the Runnymede Deanery, 
which includes the parish of Virginia Water, presided over by the arch anti-Zionist the 
Reverend Dr Stephen Sizer, about whose view that Christian Zionism “provides a theological 
endorsement for racial segregation, apartheid and war” I have warned before. 

And then I understood perfectly the synod’s message. 
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Restrictions on Arabs aren't racist 


23 June 2006 


In a free society, there is a delicate balance to be drawn between the protection of 
the interests of the state and the defence of the rights of individuals, especially those 
who choose to hold unpopular opinions or who belong to vulnerable (usually minor- 
ity) groups. The governing classes are fiercely protective of the interests of the state, 
and it is all too easy for those in government to insist that they know best and that 
whatever they do is for the best. 

But minorities also have rights. To some extent, these are or should be protected 
by law. But there is a world of difference between having a protection enshrined in 
law and enforcing whatever measure of protection that law provides. It is partly for 
that reason that many democratic states - including the UK and Israel - have es- 
tablished “ombudsmen,” who act as some measure of protection against injustices 
arising from maladministration. 

However, ombudsmen generally operate in a reactive way, waiting until a complaint 
is made before making their inquiries and publishing their reports. If we want a more 
proactive set of mechanisms, we most look beyond institutions such as ombudsmen, 
to the world of pressure groups and lobbies. 

In an ideal democracy, there would be no need for pressure groups. But no de- 
mocracy is ideal, by which I mean that no elected assembly can ever represent the 
totality of the legitimate interests that live and thrive in a healthy political system. 
Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) fill this gap. 

NGOs are a thorn in the side of any government - and so they should be. They ask 
awkward questions. They raise sensitive issues. They shine the torch of publicity on 
the dark places of the state. They are an essential part of good government. 

But NGOs have responsibilities as well as rights, obligations as well as objectives. 
And recent events in Israel suggest to me that some NGOs in the Jewish state simply 
do not understand the framework of public credibility in which they must operate if 
their representations are to be taken at all seriously. 

On May 14, the Israeli Supreme Court (whose members have not flinched from 
striking down government acts deemed to be contrary to natural justice) threw out 
a petition lodged by two NGOs - the Association for Civil Rights in Israel, and Adalah, 
which describes itself as an independent Israeli human-rights organisation. 

These two groups had objected to temporary regulations dating from 2003 man- 
dating that Palestinian Arabs who marry Israelis will not thereby gain automatic rights 
of residency in Israel. Specifically, the regulations prohibit Palestinian men younger 
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than 35 and women under 25 from living inside Israel with their Israeli spouses, and 
prevent children of mixed marriages older than 14 who were not born in Israel and do 
not already have Israeli citizenship from living with their Israeli parent inside Israel. 

The petition argued that “Personal freedom touches on the most basic of human 
rights: the right to love, to love and be loved by one’s partner, to aspire to establish 
a home and a joint life without any institutional obstacles.” When the petition was 
rejected, Adalah condemned the Supreme Court for having “effectively approved the 
most racist legislation in the State of Israel.” It is nothing of the kind. 

To begin with, there have unfortunately been several well-documented instances 
of Palestinian Arabs having acquired Israeli citizenship or rights of residence, and 
having then abused this privilege by engaging in terrorist acts. Beyond this, there 
are two basic realities that must be factored into the discussion. The first, expressed 
eloquently by Justice Mishael Cheshin, is that Israel, in common with all nation 
states — including the UK, incidentally - has the absolute right to prohibit the 
immigration of aliens. 

The second is that the Jewish state has been at war ever since the day of its re- 
establishment. In war, the first duty of a state is to protect its own citizens, even when 
that entails restrictions unthinkable in peacetime (such as imprisonment without trial). 

But even if Israel was not at war, the 2003 regulations would be justified by virtue 
of its need to maintain a Jewish majority — Jews have rights of settlement in Israel 
which non-Jews do not. Some NGOs have condemned Israel's Law of Return as racist, 
but we never hear similarly forthright condemnations of, say, India, Finland, Germany, 
Poland or Hungary. All these democracies have enacted similar laws conferring on 
descendants of their nationals preferential treatment in obtaining rights of nationality 
and citizenship. Why condemn Israel, but not Finland? 
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Lebanon is guilty of apartheid 


1 June 2007 


Let's pretend that in order to neutralise the launching of missiles from Gaza (such 
as those which killed Shirel Friedman and Oshri Oz in Sderot last week), the Israeli 
government ordered a massive barrage of residential areas in Gaza. Let's pretend 
that Israeli ordnance “pounded” Gaza with “artillery and tank fire.” That “hundreds 
of troops laid siege” to a particular area of Gaza, thus preventing relief agencies from 
entering this area. That an indeterminate number of Palestinian civilians had been 
killed by this onslaught. And that — far from offering any sort of apology — one Israeli 
government minister had boasted to the media that the area was now “hermeti- 
cally sealed” with the aim of “getting rid” of “the militants”. 

Were any of this to happen, the worldwide outcry would be deafening. Islamic 
delegations at the UN would slap down resolutions condemning Israel for its alleged 
barbarism and supposed flouting of international conventions. Effigies of Israeli 
politicians, portrayed as grotesque Jewish caricatures, would be publicly burned by 
carefully orchestrated chanting rent-a-mobs in Tehran and Islamabad. 

And in Great Britain? Well, in Great Britain it’s a safe bet to assume that Jack Straw, 
Leader of the House of Commons, and Hilary Benn, Secretary of State for International 
Development, would waste no time in publicly denouncing Israel for a “disproportionate” 
use of force - as they did at the time of the Hizbollah war last year. And I think we 
may also safely assume that other statesmen and women equally well-known for their 
even-handedness in these matters - I am thinking particularly of Ken Livingstone, 
George Galloway and Baroness Tonge of Kew - would eagerly join in this chorus of 
disapproval. Indeed, I would not put it past Mayor Livingstone to invite to City Hall 
representatives of the militants against whom Israel had launched its attack, and to 
offer them his heartfelt friendship, if not support. 

Well, as of press time, Israel has not yet launched such an assault in Gaza — though 
it would be entirely within its rights in so doing. But the Lebanese army has launched 
such an attack against an area on the outskirts of the northern port city of Tripoli 
known as Nahr al-Bared. Indeed, the quotations I have used in the opening paragraph 
of this column - “pounded”, “artillery and tank fire”, “hundreds of troops laid siege”, 
“hermetically sealed” and “getting rid” of “the militants” — are taken verbatim from 
a chilling report filed from Nahr al-Bared by Nicholas Blandford and published in The 
Times of May 22. 

Nahr al-Bared is the site of a large encampment of Arabs of Palestinian origin - 
perhaps as many as 40,000. There are 12 such encampments in Lebanon, and a long 
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time ago the government of the country foolishly agreed that it would regard all of 
them as territories beyond its jurisdiction. This, of course, has resulted in comprehensive 
lawlessness in these areas, and at Nahr el-Bared the power vacuum has been recently 
filled by a well-armed faction calling itself Fatah al-Islam, a group (led by a Palestinian 
hothead expelled from Syria last year) that is regarded as extreme even by extremist 
standards, and which boasts an affinity to al-Qaeda. The Lebanese government has 
now decided to suppress this militia, and has adopted - has had to adopt - tough 
measures in order to do so. But I have heard of no global outcry at the measures it has 
taken. Indeed, my informants inform me that there is quiet satisfaction in a number 
of Arab capitals at the robustness of the Lebanese response. 

According to Mr Blandford, the inhabitants of these 12 enclaves “live miserable 
lives... denied employment in many Lebanese professions”. Moreover, he tells us, 
successive Lebanese governments have prevented these camps from being expanded 
to meet natural population growth, “which has resulted in unsanitary conditions and 
dangerously frail homes”. 

Let me put this another way. You have in Lebanon 12 “townships”, in which are 
crowded thousands of people who are not permitted to integrate with the host 
populations surrounding them, and whose employment opportunities are severely 
restricted and in many cases prohibited altogether. Nor are these people granted 
Lebanese citizenship. From time to time, when lawlessness within these enclaves gets 
out of hand, they can be “hermetically” sealed while severe military measures are 
taken against them. 

No doubt Mr Straw and Mr Benn — not to mention Mayor Livingstone, Mr Galloway 
and Baroness Tonge of Kew - will hasten to join me in endowing this state of affairs 
with the only name by which it can rightfully be described: namely apartheid of the 
classic variety. 
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Defending Israel? Don’t be nice 


18 April 2008 


How does one best put Israel’s case in public? This was the theme of the recent 
conference hosted by Bicom. Unfortunately, I was unable to accept my invitation to 
attend because of pressing family commitments. However, had I done so I suspect I 
would have summoned up the courage to disagree with the advice apparently given 
by some of the presenters, and reported in last week's JC. 

What are my credentials for having the chutzpah to disagree? Well, I have 
written widely on Zionism, the history of the Palestine Mandate, anti-Jewish preju- 
dice, and Islamic and Christian attitudes towards Jews and Judaism, and although 
not a historian of the state of Israel I have read widely around this subject and have 
indeed negotiated the mind-blowing bureaucracy of that state to dip into some of 
its major archival collections. I have a slight media profile in Israel and - to judge 
by the demands made on my time by domestic print, radio, TV and internet media — a 
somewhat higher profile here in the UK. Whether I do a good job is for others to say, 
but from the feedback I receive I venture to suggest that I make an impact and have 
scored some telling points. 

My first piece of advice for anyone contemplating writing a letter to the press, or 
appearing ona panel discussion, is: be very certain of your facts. The past two decades 
have witnessed a concerted effort by the enemies of the Jewish state to re-write 
history. Prominent within this rewrite are a number of complete fictions. 

It is not true that most rabbis in 19th and 20th century Europe opposed Zionism. 
It is not true that, following the first world war, the British permitted Jews to reside 
anywhere in “Palestine” (the area east of the Jordan was — and still is — prohibited 
to Jews as far as permanent residence is concerned). It is not true that the land on 
which Jews resettled west of the Jordan was “stolen” — it was bought, paid for and 
receipts obtained. It is not true that the Arabs played no part in the Holocaust. It is 
not true that Israel is in “breach” of UN resolutions; Israel has violated no UN resolution 
that it is required to obey. It is not true that the Jewish so-called “settlements” in 
Judea and Samaria are “illegal”, since the right of Jews to dwell anywhere in those 
areas was confirmed by the League of Nations and reaffirmed by its successor body, 
the UN. (Certain of these settlements may not have been authorised by the government 
of Israel, but that is a different issue.) It is not true that UN resolution 242 (November 
22, 1967) requires Israel to withdraw from all territories “occupied” in the Six-Day War 
- as a matter of fact the resolution only speaks of Israel’s “armed forces” (as opposed 
to civilians) withdrawing from some of these territories. 
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It is true, however, that resolution 242 expects all parties to the conflict (and not 
just sovereign states) to terminate “all claims or states of belligerency”, and that to 
date only three such parties have done so — Israel, Jordan and Egypt. 

My second piece of advice to anyone making any sort of public appearance is to 
go on the attack at the earliest opportunity. Attack was, is and always will be the 
best means of defence. One speaker at the Bicom conference reportedly told his 
audience to be “nice” and to “never show your anger”. I do not agree. Sometimes it 
helps to show a measured anger, especially in relation to anti-Jewish prejudice. Most 
opponents of the re-establishment of the state of Israel refuse to concede that the 
Jews, too, have a right to national self-determination and (hence) a nation state. 
They have — in other words — a problem with Jews, and the sooner this can be brought 
out, and aired, angrily, the better for you. Do not accuse your opponents of being 
“antisemites”. Accuse them, rather of having a problem relating to Jews and the 
Jewish world, and even (when you have calmed down) offer to help them overcome 
this personal difficulty. 

I used this approach to excellent effect last October ago when I debated live, on 
TV, with a leading British Muslim. The programme’s presenter subsequently emailed 
me to confide that my Muslim colleague had left the studio “rather broken”. 

Serves him right. 
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A revisionist revises his views 


30 May 2008 


Over the past few weeks, the even tenor of my scholastic existence has been repeatedly 
interrupted by the demands of the media for “authoritative” answers to their many 
queries arising from the celebrations marking the 60th anniversary of Israel's declara- 
tion of independence. 

To be frank, I do not usually have much time for journalists who are too lazy to 
research matters themselves. But I anticipated the 60th-anniversary deluge, and I 
promised myself that I would do my best to be more positive and encouraging than is 
my usual custom when dealing with media inquiries. 

I had two reasons for so doing. The first was that I knew anti-Israel propagandists 
would seize the opportunity to promote a partial and disfigured historical narrative 
of events leading up to the re-establishment of the Jewish state. The second was that 
some of my fellow historians - some of my fellow Jewish historians, I should say - 
have played and continue to play a very prominent part in the writing and propagation 
of this flawed narrative. 

And so it came as no surprise that in dealing with the media over this issue I found 
myself largely occupied with correcting the many errors of fact and interpretation 
that these historians have committed. It is particularly pleasing, therefore, to have to 
report that one of them has very recently had the courage to disavow, at least to some 
extent, his former views. 

The broad outlines of the revisionist position — as formulated by Avi Shlaim (Ox- 
ford), Ilan Pappe (Exeter, formerly Haifa), Norman Finkelstein (“let go” by DePaul Uni- 
versity, Chicago) and Benny Morris (Ben-Gurion University) — are well known: Pales- 
tine a century ago was not “a land without a people”. It was inhabited by a nation of 
Palestinian Arabs, whose Muslim majority had lived for centuries in perfect harmony 
with small Christian and Jewish minorities. 

These Arabs, galvanised by the intrepid Colonel TE Lawrence, fought bravely 
alongside the British against the Turks. But the wicked Zionists, in league with an 
equally wicked British establishment, conceived a dastardly plan to evict (“ethnically 
cleanse” is the fashionable phrase) these peace-loving Arabs and replace them with 
a Jewish majority. In 1947-48 this plan reached it final bloody phase. Through or- 
ganised mayhem and massacre the Arabs were driven into exile, and the “colonialist” 
Jewish state came into being. 

It came as shock to one of my media inquirers when I told her that Lawrence's 
autobiographical Seven Pillars of Wisdom was an admittedly well-written piece of 
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fiction. No-one had a lower opinion of the “Arab Revolt” against Turkey than Lawrence 
himself, who had to arrange for payments to be made in gold sovereigns before the 
warring Arab tribes would consent to put aside their differences and demolish so 
much as one metre of Turkish railway line. Mandate Palestine was indeed “a land with- 
out a people”. Palestinian nationalism may — I stress “may” — be a fact of life now. It 
wasn't a century ago. 

There was no plan to expel the Arabs wholesale from Palestine. It is true that some 
injudicious remarks by Ben-Gurion and other Zionist leaders in the 1930s invoked the 
possibility of driving Arabs from Jewish-controlled areas, but these remarks must be 
construed in the context of escalating Arab violence against Jews. The revisionists 
make much of the so-called Plan D, formulated by the Haganah on March 10, 1948, 
which gave regional commanders the authority to garrison or expel Arab villages 
along the line of the route that Arab armies were expected to take (and did take) in 
invading Israel. Once expelled, the inhabitants of these villages were not permitted to 
return — as Morris himself has said, they were regarded as a potential fifth column. 

Why did the Arabs resort to war? Why did they not accept partition and agree 
to live in peaceful co-existence with the Jewish state? In a remarkable article in 
Newsweek earlier this month, Morris has signalled his support for my answer to these 
questions. “It has become clear to me”, he writes, “that from its start, the struggle 
against the Zionist enterprise wasn’t merely a national conflict between two peoples 
over a piece of territory, but also a religious crusade.” 

Apparently, Morris now accepts that there is an unbroken thread linking the anti- 
Jewish and pro-Nazi sentiments of Haj Amin al-Husseini, Grand Mufti of Jerusalem in 
the 1930s and 1940s, and the anti-Jewish verbiage of the founding charter of Hamas. 

This reappraisal, on the part of one of the leading revisionists, has come late. But 
better late than never. 
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T he world today is suffering grievously on account of the beliefs of a large number 
of its inhabitants. These beliefs mandate those who follow them to forcibly 
impose such beliefs on non-believers — invariably on pain of death. The believers often 
believe that, in order to right past wrongs (real or imagined) done to them or their 
forebears, they have the right to inflict injury and death on others. 

The beliefs of which I speak roam under the generic name of Islam. 

By no means is it true that all adherents of Islam proclaim such beliefs. Many do 
not. Many themselves suffer from irrational prejudice against their faith — Islamo- 
phobia - which I address in another section of this book. The problem with Islam is 
that such moderates are overshadowed by the militants. The problem, and the cause 
of so much suffering (of which the moderates are themselves often victims) is 
militant Islam. 

To say these things is itself to invite opprobrium, insult and ridicule (column of 5 
October 2007). But I am in good company, for my views are shared by, amongst others, a 
former Archbishop of Canterbury (column, 9 April 2004). In any case, the truth speaks 
for itself. I alluded to this truth in my 26 March 2004 column, triggered by Islamist 
bomb outrages in Madrid, and I returned to the same theme on 17 September 2004, fol- 
lowing the outrages in Beslan. The murderous attacks on London on 7 July 2005, and 
the failed attacks that took place in London and Glasgow two weeks later, provided 
further occasions on which to reflect on Islamic terror and its causes (columns of 15 
July and 12 August 2005). 

In the wake of these attacks many British commentators sought to argue that 
the anger of some British Muslims could be explained, somehow, in terms of poverty, 
ignorance and the prejudice they had had to face. But, as I had already pointed out, 
Muslim suicide bombers generally come from privileged backgrounds (column of 18 
June 2004). Some apologists even urged that Muslims were “the new Jews” (column 
of 3 November 2006). But the fact of the matter is that many of the UK bombers were 
anything but poor or oppressed. Some were, indeed, university educated (column of 
12 July 2007). A few, incredibly, were medical practitioners, earning high salaries and 
living very comfortably. 

Another false line of reasoning was provided by politicians who had opposed the 
UK's involvement in the liberation of Iraq, and who now charged that it was this 
involvement that had caused the bombers to go about their grisly work. This was 
an argument that well suited the leaders of Britain’s Islamic communities. In the 
immediate aftermath of the London transport bombings of 7 July 2005 a number of 
these respected leaders, whilst condemning the bombings without reservation, called 
nonetheless for an official inquiry into the causes of the bombings — by which they 
meant the Iraq war. 

This line of thinking left me sorely puzzled. After all, the causes of the bombings 
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were surely crystal clear. The bombings were caused by bombs. And the bombs were 
transported by identifiable bombers, two of whom (Mohammad Sidique Khan and 
Shehzad Tanweer) were thoughtful enough to have bequeathed us videotapes in 
which they freely confessed to the murders they were about to commit. The bombers 
were British-born Muslims. They perpetrated their crimes in order to randomly 
punish British citizens for the policies being pursued by the elected government of 
this country. Let me quote from the ‘martyrdom’ tape of Shehzad Tanweer: 


For the non-Muslims in Britain, you may wonder what you have done 
to deserve this. You are those who have voted in your government who 
in turn have and still continue to this day continue to oppress our 
mothers and children, brothers and sisters from the east to the west 
in Palestine, Afghanistan, Irag and Chechnya. ...We are 100 per cent 
committed to the cause of Islam. We love death the way you love life. 
I tell all you British citizens to stop your support to your lying British 
government and to the so-called war on terror. 


Nothing could - therefore — be clearer as to the causes of the bombings. They were 
‘propaganda by the deed ‘- a favourite device of 19" century anarchists, whose ‘infernal 
machines’ (i.e., bombs) were designed to draw attention to political grievances and to 
punish society for not embracing their anarchistic philosophy. Angered at the foreign 
policy of the Blair government, which had (no doubt to his extreme annoyance) been 
re-elected in May 2005, Mr Tanweer decided to murder as many people as he could as a 
way of making manifest this annoyance in clear and unmistakeable terms. 

But surely, if British Muslims, young or old, wish to express their opposition to 
the government's foreign policy, they have the freedom to do so at the ballot box. To 
suggest, however tentatively, that the government's foreign policy somehow validates 
the resort to acts of terror is not only itself wicked. It suggests to me that any person 
(Muslim or not) who makes such a suggestion is aiding and abetting the overthrow by 
violence of the machinery of democracy in the UK. 

The Islam of which I speak abhors Jews (column of 15 September 2006), Christians 
(16 September 2005) and will vent its anger against anyone that dares to disagree 
with its world view (10 February 2006). Freedom of expression is the very last thing it 
holds dear. That is why it must be opposed root and branch. 
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A massacre and the roots of revenge 


26 March 2004 


News of the massacre of the innocents in Madrid reached me in a manner as dramatic 
as it was shocking. 

I had flown back to Heathrow from Warsaw. This had been my second visit to 
Poland. On our first visit, five years ago as the guests of the University of Wroclaw 
(formerly Breslau), Marion and I had made a traumatic visit to Auschwitz. 

Now, in mid-March this year, as the guest of the University of Lodz (pronounced 
“Woodge”), I had stayed in the area from which at least one of my grandmothers had, 
as a young girl, set out on what must (some 110 years ago) then have seemed a 
perilous voyage: first to Warsaw, then by train to Gdansk (Danzig), and so by steamer 
to the Port of London. 

This was the journey my grandmother Ada Pollack made, under the watchful eye 
of her widowed mother and in the company of her sister and brother. And, as I walked 
round the remnants of the Lodz ghetto, and read in the guidebook the story of its 
creation, degradation and ultimate destruction at the hands of the Nazis, I blessed my 
forebears, Ada Pollack and her mother Annie Miriam, for having had the foresight and 
courage to have left Poland for England. 

And I reflected on how many more Jews might have been spared the fate of the 
Lodz ghetto, had they only read, and understood, the true and inescapable meaning of 
Polish Judeophobia and Nazi propaganda in the first half of the last century. 

My regular driver, Dino, is Spanish. It was he who told me of the Madrid outrage 
as we left Heathrow for North-West London, some eight hours after the massacre had 
been perpetrated. We speculated on whether Eta, the Basque terrorist movement, had 
been the perpetrator. I told Dino to dismiss any such idea. I told him that, in my opin- 
ion, the bombs that had destroyed so many lives that morning had been planted by 
Muslim extremists. And I told him why. 

I recalled to Dino that, in December 2002, I had read the text of a fatwa that 
had appeared on the website www.islamonline.net. In response to a reader's inquiry, 
Sheikh Yousef Al-Qaradhawi, one of the most respected clerics following the Sunni 
tradition in Islam (he has a weekly slot on Al-Jazeera television), had discussed the 
“signs of the victory of Islam.” 

The sheikh declared that “Islam will return to Europe as a conqueror and victor, 
after being expelled from it twice - once from the south, from Andalusia, and a 
second time from the east.” 

It is true — and I should stress this - that Sheikh Al-Qaradhawi qualified this 
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prophecy by explaining that “the conquest this time will not be by the sword but 
by preaching and ideology.” But he then added, somewhat enigmatically, that “the 
conquest need not necessarily be by the sword.” 

The prophecy itself refers to the expulsion of Islam from “Andalusia.” This refers, 
of course, to the Christian reconquest of Spain at the end of the 15th century. 

JC readers should understand that the successful “crusade” proclaimed by Fer- 
dinand of Aragon and his wife Isabella of Castile against the Islamic rulers of the 
Iberian peninsula still gnaws at the Islamic soul. The re-conquest was brutal. A great 
deal of Muslim blood was spilled in a series of what today would be called unprovoked 
atrocities. Having expelled the Moors, Isabella and Ferdinand then expelled the Jews, 
with equal ferocity. This was Christianity at its most militant and most unforgiving. 

A statement put out the day following the Madrid massacre, in the name of the so- 
called “Abu Hafs Al-Masri Brigades of Al-Qaeda” boasted that the massacre was “part 
of a settling of old accounts with Crusader Spain, the ally of the United States, in its 
war against Islam.” 

Experts agree that the Al-Masri Brigades is probably not an authentic Al- 
Qaeda movement. It does indeed now appear extremely doubtful that this group 
perpetrated the Madrid attacks, which seem instead to have been the work of a 
Moroccan-based faction. My interest is in the anti-Spanish rhetoric used by the 
Al-Masri Brigades, which reinforces and exploits a particularly sensitive part of 
the collective memory of Islam. 

To be sure, Spain was targeted in part because of the support given by its then 
Prime Minister, Jose Aznar, to the American-led coalition that toppled Saddam 
Hussein and liberated Iraq. I can sympathise with the many Spaniards who blamed 
Mr Aznar's decision to involve Spain in the Iraq war for the Madrid bombing. But I 
believe that they, and their many British sympathisers, are misreading what Madrid 
was really about. 

On the face of it, it seems fantastic that any Muslim could seriously contemplate, 
in 2004, retribution for events that happened 500 years ago. But from an Islamic per- 
spective there is a certain logic - dare I say, even rationality? — in such a view. 

Spain, like Israel was once part of the Realm of Islam. And there are today many 
adherents of the Islamic faith who take seriously their presumed religious duty to 
reclaim, for Islam, the territories occupied by both these states. These adherents 
dream of the Islamic conquest of Europe. They take themselves very seriously. We 
would be derelict in our duty if we did not treat their dreams with equal seriousness. 
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Truth will provoke the loudest anger 


9 April 2004 


Towards the end of March, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Carey, delivered 
a public lecture at the Gregorian University in Rome. Entitled “Christianity & Islam: 
Collision or Convergence,” the address was, by all accounts, a trenchant and hard- 
hitting examination of the present state of Islam. It has caused outrage in some 
quarters. But that should not prevent us from engaging with what this senior Anglican 
cleric had to say about the world’s fastest-growing religious faith. 

Lord Carey characterised Islamic culture as “authoritarian, inflexible and under- 
achieving.” He noted, and denounced, the “glaring absence” of democracy in most 
Islamic societies. He attacked moderate adherents of Islam for having failed to 
condemn, unequivocally, the “evil” (his word) of suicide bombers. 

Acknowledging that most Muslims are peaceful people, Lord Carey warned that 
they should not be demonised on account of their faith. But he went on to admonish 
those who argue that Islamic states are morally, spiritually and culturally superior 
to European and American societies. And he drew attention to, and castigated, the 
inflexibility of Islamic theology, its seeming abhorrence of critical scholarship, and 
its evident celebration of death. 

He examined the apparent stagnation of Islamic culture in recent centuries. And, 
in a swipe at the religious intolerance of Islamic states, he pointed out that, while 
Muslims were free to build mosques in the West, and to worship freely in them, the 
same freedoms were often not reciprocated: “Christians must speak out against the 
persecution they often encounter in Muslim countries.” 

Lord Carey certainly did not pull his punches. And, as I have said, his remarks 
caused outrage. Iqbal Sacranie, secretary-general of the Muslim Council of Britain, 
found them “unhelpful to dialogue.” Syed Aziz Pasha, of the Union of Muslim Organi- 
sations, condemned the remarks as “very shocking” and their author, Lord Carey, as 
“not only bigoted... [but] a victim of Islamophobia.” 

Well, the “glaring absence” of democracy in most Islamic societies is, I would have 
thought, too obvious to brook any denial. I could fill this column with quotations 
from Muslim clerics and others denouncing democracy as contrary to Islamic values 
and nothing other than a Western (and even a Zionist) plot to undermine Islam. 

Nor can I find anything wrong with the assertion that Islamic culture is authoritarian 
and inflexible. Scarcely a fortnight before Lord Carey made that assertion, the King 
of Saudi Arabia trumpeted his approval of his country’s first non-governmental 
human rights organisation. The National Organisation for Human Rights is chaired 
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by Dr Abdallah Bin Saleh Al ‘Ubeid, a former secretary-general of the Muslim World 
League. And this is how the good doctor explained his organisation’s purpose: “There 
are those who consider certain issues a violation of human rights, while we consider 
them a safeguard to human rights, for example, executions, amputating the hand of a 
thief or flogging an adulterer. 

“There are those who think that all Koranic punishments violate human rights. 

Therefore, the position of the Saudi foreign ministry, and the position of many Islamic 
countries, and even some of the Western countries, is that international proclamations 
of human rights and their related protocols are [considered only] general principles, 
and that their implementation is subject to the laws [of each country]... 
“We, in the kingdom, are part of the world insofar as [general principles of] human 
rights [are concerned]. But domestically we are governed according to Allah’s Shari'a, 
so that what [to someone else] seems like a violation of human rights is [in fact] our 
duty and our right concerning someone who committed a crime or a sin.” 

It is true that a few Muslim leaders have condemned terrorist acts carried out, 
explicitly or implicitly, in the name of Islam. Following the Madrid outrage, the 
Muslim Council of Britain issued what was certainly a forthright and unequivocal 
condemnation of what it described as “monumental crimes against humanity.” 

But one swallow does not make a summer. Lord Carey was very specific. He has 
looked for unequivocal Islamic condemnation of the evil of suicide bombers. He has 
not found any. Nor have I. Could this be (I wonder) simply because Jews, Russians 
and Americans are considered fair game for Islamic bombers (suicide or otherwise), 
while Spaniards are not? 

Lord Carey's remarks upon the seeming stagnation of Islamic culture also strike 
me as fair — or, at the very least, worthy of serious consideration. He deliberately 
restricted his remarks to the last few hundred years, contrasting this relatively barren 
period with the great contribution made by Islamic societies to knowledge and learning 
in what we in the West call the Dark Ages. 

One might argue with Lord Carey's periodisation. Islamic art and architecture, for 
instance, continued to flourish and develop well into the early modern period. But 
the general thrust of his observations in this regard also seems to me to be beyond 
serious contention. 

To sum up, by no stretch of any reasonable person's imagination can Lord Carey be 
condemned as a bigot, or his remarks dismissed as the result of some irrational phobia. 
Those who wave them aside in this way are, in fact, betraying their own inability, or 
perhaps unwillingness, to confront the basic truths which Lord Carey has had the 
courage publicly to express. 
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Terror measures are way off target 


18 June 2004 


For a long time, the British ruling classes have been in denial about the possibility 
that there could be such a thing as home-grown Islamic terrorism. 

It is one thing for al-Qaeda to entice a few gullible Britons to move to training 
camps in Afghanistan, and thence to commit international mayhem. But it is quite 
another for Osama Bin-Laden and his associates to cajole even a handful of Britons 
to return to these islands and commit mayhem here, in (if the Celts among you will 
forgive me) England's green and pleasant land. 

You would think that, with the experience of Irish terrorism still pretty fresh in 
everyone's minds, the ruling classes would have a little more realism about this. But 
my impression is that they don’t. 

The abominable no-men and women of Irish politics operated mainly in Ireland. 
When they exported their madness to the British mainland, and planted infernal 
devices in Birmingham, Warrington, Brighton and London, this was viewed as more or 
less an international problem that had, like some malign “foreign” affliction, found its 
malevolent way to our shores. 

So I was actually pleased to read that almost half-a-ton of explosives and bomb- 
making equipment had been found in West London a fortnight or so after the Madrid 
outrages. Surely (I thought) the ruling classes would wake up at last to the home- 
grown danger that confronts us. 

Well, there was an awakening - of sorts. 

Shortly after the Madrid outrages and the happy discovery of the explosives and 
bomb-making cache in London, Tony Blair ordered no less a personage than Sir Andrew 
Turnbull, the cabinet secretary, to come up with a plan to tackle the by-now-acknowl- 
edged menace of Islamic terrorism in Britain. 

Sir Andrew did not waste his time. He gathered around him the permanent secretaries 
of all the departments of government. “The problem,” he told Mr John Gieve (permanent 
secretary at the Home Office) is “a feeling that parts of the Muslim community, particularly 
young men, are disaffected.” What is more, “this includes some that are well educated 
with good economic prospects.” Terrorism (Sir Andrew opined) must be prevented by 
tackling its “underlying causes.” 

There most certainly is a section of the British-Muslim community that is disaffected. 
This section most certainly does include those who are well educated and with good 
economic prospects. This section does indeed provide Mr Bin Laden with a fertile 
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And who would disagree with the policy of tackling the “underlying causes” of 
this problem? 

Sir Andrew charged Mr Gieve with the duty of providing a strategic solution to 
the problem. And, on May 19, the permanent secretaries, Sir Andrew at their head, 
gathered round the table to hear what Mr Gieve had to say. And as I read what he had 
to say, you could have knocked me down with a feather (which, given my bulk, would, 
I assure you, be a most singular achievement). 

Because what Mr Gieve had to say was that “the broader task is to address the 
roots of the problem, which include discrimination, disadvantage and exclusion 
suffered by many Muslim communities.” 

Unemployment is reportedly three times as great among British Muslims as among 
Britons generally. Whereas less than five per cent of all Britons lived in the 10 “most 
deprived areas,” no less than 15 per cent of British Muslims did so. And so forth and so on. 

What about religious extremism? What about those imams who, on a weekly basis, 
in this green and pleasant land, spew out hatred of Britain and British values? 

What about those “preachers of hate” whom the Labour peer Lord Ahmed courageously 
identified as nothing more than scroungers, living on state benefits while they spread 
a perverse ideology and praise those who threaten our national security? 

Mr Gieve’s proposal is to boost the careers of moderate Islamic clerics who support 
the war on terrorism, and deny entry to radical foreign imams. And the Home Office is 
actually going to sponsor training courses for the express purpose of fostering a new 
generation of Islamic clerics to act as a counterweight to the preachers of hate. 

Meanwhile, disaffected Muslim Britons will be wooed with right-to-buy Islamic 
mortgages and the creation of “Muslim-friendly workplaces.” 

Don't get me wrong. All of this, no doubt, has its place in a grander strategy. But 
we fool ourselves if we believe for one moment that Islamic terrorism is the result of 
oppression or poverty, or is in any sense linked to economic deprivation. The grow- 
ing body of scholarly literature on the phenomenon of suicide bombers, for instance, 
stresses the relatively privileged and educated background of these lunatics. A number of 
the perpetrators of the 9/11 atrocities, for instance, were university students. 

Indeed, Mr Bin-Laden is said to be a multi-millionaire. 

A policy that favours or is suspected of favouring one section of the British poor 
is likely to result in an all-too-predictable backlash. The more sensible approach is 
simply to outlaw religious extremism and make it much easier to kick out those who 
exploit and abuse the freedoms we all enjoy in this land. 

Put another way, in this case, the carrot is not half as important as the stick. 
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Our view of evil must not be clouded 


17 September 2004 


The world — in particular the Jewish world — has become so used to the reality of mass 
murder that there is a danger that the senses of ordinary people (that means the vast 
majority of us) may become dulled to what this reality really means. 

The Holocaust took place in the infancy of colour film and at the pre-dawn of the 
television age. Would the world have reacted differently if the Nazi death-squads had 
been filmed, in colour, for the entire world to see — perhaps on a TV station sympa- 
thetic to the Nazi creed — as they went about their bloody work? 

Colour somehow (at least for me) adds to the reality of the reality. But I do not 
think that any atrocity I have witnessed via my TV set — not even the work of Islamic 
terrorists in Israel - could have prepared me for the scenes that reached me of the 
events that took place in Beslan on September 4. 

Atrocity? Outrage? Horror? Bloodbath? Vile? Despicable? All these words spring 
to mind. Alt are accurate. Yet all are quite inadequate as a reflection of what actually 
happened. And none of these words, alas, reflects the element of pure evil that lay at 
the heart of the massacre of the innocents at School Number One in Beslan. 

I've been amazed at the well-meaning nonsense that has ushered forth from a gag- 
gle of reporters and commentators - some of them academics who should know better. 

We have all been treated to mini-dissertations on the history of Chechnya and 
the even more exotic history of Russian involvement in the Caucasus. The Chechens 
were forcibly deported by Stalin (one scholar told us) and resettled in various parts 
of Siberia. Their struggle for independence is proper and just, other commentators 
suggested, even if the means are extreme (so to speak). 

But even to assert the legitimacy of the cause, while taking care to distance one- 
self from the means by which it is pursued, is, in fact, to dignify — and to sanctify — in 
however small a measure, the efforts of those who are pursuing it. 

As a matter of fact, Chechnya has its own parliament and its citizens enjoy much 
more in the way of civil and religious liberties than a great many ethnic groups in 
that region. 

If the proponents of Chechen ‘independence’ had or have their way, Chechnya’s 
fate would rest in the hands, guns, knives and axes of a rabble of radical Islamic terronsts. 
I'm sorry indeed to have to put it this way. The ‘struggle’ for Chechen independence is 
a struggle fundamentally misconceived. There is not an ounce of nobility about it. 

This will of course be of no comfort whatever to the grieving families of Beslan, 
and I do not intend it as such. Even as I write, I am certain that somehow, somewhere, 
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other Chechen separatist lunatics are hatching their next mindless escapade. But, as I 
write, I do feel that there are certain steps the civilised world can - and must - take to 
minimise their freedom of action and the impact of whatever they may be planning. 

Put aside whatever thoughts you may have about the rightness or wrongness of 
US President George W. Bush's “war on terrorism.” I address in particular those of you 
who feel that Mr Bush misled the American Congress, the American people, Tony Blair 
and the rest of the world about the reasons for his Iraq initiative. I defend your right 
to think what you please and say what you think. 

But I beg you not to allow your thoughts on this subject to obscure the fact - and 
your ability to grasp the fact — that there is a war on terrorism to be fought. 

The unspeakable evil that entered School Number One in Beslan did not come out 
of thin air, or from another world. It was an evil manufactured here on earth. And 
those who manufactured it are, as I write and as you read what I write, hard at work 
preparing its next manifestation. 

Yet more than this, a number of regimes has long made it a point of honour to 
nurture and support manufacturers of terror. 

Earlier this month, the UN Security Council resolved, in effect, to condemn Syna 
for its continuing interference in the affairs of Lebanon. I say “in effect” because 
the council did not have the courage to mention Syria by name. Syria has, however, 
many thousands of troops in Lebanon, and the resolution’s call for the disarming of all 
Lebanese militias was seen by diplomats as a reference to Syrian backing for so-called 
guerrilla movements such as Hizbollah. 

To Syria's east, and also to Israel's east, lies Iran, whose financial and logistical 
support for terrorism worldwide is much greater than Syria’s. Iran could well soon 
acquire nuclear weapons. Its fanatical leaders would have little difficulty — or hesita- 
tion — in fashioning a justification for their use. Are we to wait until that moment 
arrives before taking that threat seriously? 

Indeed even in Pakistan, where the present military regime nominally allied itself 
with the Americans’ response to the attacks of September 11, 2001, official claims to 
have taken action against terrorists in the tribal areas of the north-west frontier do 
not seem to measure up to the far more modest reality of that campaign. 
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Mistaken responses to acts of war 


15 July 2005 


“In case you hadn't noticed,” (I wrote in this column on December 5, 2003) “the Third 
World War has begun.” 

I went on to point to the deep-seated beliefs, held passionately by many through- 
out the Islamic world, that the Islamic people have had a raw deal: that, under 
imperialism, Muslims and the religious faith of Muslims had been trodden upon and 
abused; that lands which Muslims claim as their own had been occupied and defiled: 
and that the only way in which these supposed wrongs could be righted was by a resort 
to arms. 

And I added: “A section of the Islamic world has declared war on what, for want of 
a better term, I shall call western civilisation.” 

At that time, I was accused of being at best misguided and at worst no better than 
a common, or-garden, Islamophobic scaremonger. 

I am sorry to say that I was right, though I wish it were not so. I wish that I had 
been just another grubby scaremonger. I wish that the scores of people, of all faiths 
and none, who were just going about their lawful business in London on July 7 and 
who are now dead, their bodies in some cases so mutilated that all the parts may never 
be found, were alive now. 

But this is not the case. The victims of whom I write met their deaths as a con- 
sequence of the Third World War of which I wrote some 19 months ago. I hope that 
this lesson, at least, has now been learned. But I fear some further education may 
still be necessary. 

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks on London last week, a great many 
spokespersons naturally expressed their horror in predictably emotional language, for 
which they have no need to apologise. 

At such times, righteous indignation, even if tritely expressed, is no bad thing. 
But even I was quite unprepared for the imprudent words that fell from the lips of the 
mayor of London, Ken Livingstone. 

Speaking in front of the world’s media from Singapore, Mayor Livingstone first 
explained that Londoners had been subjected to “a cowardly attack.” Then he added 
that he had no doubt the London bombings had been “a terrorist attack.” 

Then, no doubt to anticipate criticism from his revolutionary socialist friends, and 
to reaffirm his own socialist credentials, he explained that “this was not an attack 
against the mighty and the powerful, this was against working-class Londoners” — as 
if to signal that blowing “the mighty and the powerful” to pieces might somehow 
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merit outrage of a lesser magnitude than the blowing up of the Marxist proletariat. 

Then came the Mayor's piece de resistance. “This is not an ideology or even a pervert- 
ed faith,” Mr Livingstone announced. “This is just an attempt to kill innocent people.” 

This struck me as a particularly ignorant and irresponsible verdict on the part of a 
so-called responsible leader of a big city on the events of July 7. 

Although the group affiliation of the London bombers is not known for certain, the 
informed consensus is that they are part of the worldwide network of Islamic fanatics 
known as al-Qaeda. Contrary to Mayor Livingstone’s view, this network’s activity is 
most certainly meant to further an ideology. And to dismiss the fanaticism of these 
Islamists as a “perverted faith” is to indulge in a dangerous fantasy. 

Adherents of al-Qaeda do not profess a “perverted faith” at all. The beliefs they 
profess, and seek to impose upon the rest of us, constitute an authentic articulation 
of Islam, which adherents of that faith throughout the world believe to be true. 

Its central tenets may be summarised as follows: the prophet Mohammed was sent 
into this world to impose upon it the will of God (as expounded by Mohammed), after 
the attempts of many other prophets (including Moses and Jesus of Nazareth) had 
failed; the aim of Islam, and of those who follow its teachings, is to ensure that the 
Divine Will (as definitively expounded by Mohammed) is indeed so imposed; the way 
to do this is not through debate and dialogue, but by spreading remorseless, indis- 
criminate carnage until the world is terrorised into espousing the Islamic faith, which 
alone constitutes the authentic Will of God that everyone must follow. 

Many Muslims, particularly in the West, do not profess this doctrine. According to 
those who do profess it, these Muslims, too, must be blown to pieces. 

The fanatical Islamists whose doctrines I have just summarised are certainly not 
cowards. It is precisely because they love death rather than life that they are proving 
such determined enemies. 

In winning the war against them, both the sword (military methods) and the pen 
(propaganda methods) must be employed. In regard to the latter, there is one small 
and inexpensive step that our government could take. It could announce, now, the 
abandonment of its current attempt to criminalise incitement to religious hatred. 

The article you are now reading is, I assure you, intended to incite hatred for a 
particularly nasty religious doctrine, and for those who profess it. 

In a few months time, I could face prosecution for writing such a piece. What a 


further victory that would be for the Islamists whose religious butchery was visited 
upon London last week! 
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Murderers, minorities and majorities 


12 August 2005 


In his semi-hysterical TV broadcast last week, Osama Bin-Laden’s deputy, Ayman al- 
Zawahni, did not actually claim responsibility for the London transport bombings of 
July 7 or for the attempted bombings that mercifully failed two weeks later. He did, 
however, warn that more attacks were on the way, and he did explain that responsibility 
for all these attacks must be laid at the door of Tony Blair, who had supported the war 
to liberate Iraq. 

Was this really the motivation that impelled the bombers? When the trials of the 
July 21 bunglers take place we may learn something about their motivation, but my 
own experience of gathering oral history evidence is that people often rationalise 
that which cannot in fact be interpreted in any rational manner. It is at least to his 
credit that the murderer of the Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh, the Islamic assassin 
Mohammed Boyeni, said nothing at his trial a few weeks ago, but appeared in court in 
a flowing robe, holding a copy of the Koran. His silent appearance spoke louder than 
any words from him or his lawyer could ever have done. 

But while the July 7 bombers are dead, and the alleged July 21 bombers remain 
in custody, others have been hard at work trying to explain their actions. The intel- 
ligence of the British public has been insulted daily — almost hourly — by those who 
would have us believe that the actions of the London bombers must - must, you 
understand — have been grounded in more or less rational thought processes and that, 
through their bombs, they have spoken words of wisdom to us. 

We've had instant documentaries about the economic deprivation and social 
alienation to be found in the West Yorkshire and South Bedfordshire neighbourhoods 
from which the July 7 bombers came. Those with social and economic axes to grind 
have been quick off the mark, anxious (no doubt) to exploit the terror that was visited 
upon London in order to bolster their demands for extra resources to be applied to the 
slum-dwellers (if such they be) of Luton and Leeds. 

My difficulty with this explanation is that there are many areas of this country 
with serious social and economic problems. The people living there do not resort to 
suicide missions in order to air their grievances or to make certain that their complaints 
become the stuff of prime-time television. 

Then we have had the doomsayers of Iraq. These have ranged from the former 
Tory Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd to the tragic Mr Reginald Keys, father of a British 
soldier brutally murdered in Iraq, who stood (as he had every right to do) against Tony 
Blair in the Sedgefield constituency last May. 
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Writing in the Independent, Douglas Hurd lectured his readers severely on the need 
— however unpalatable or distasteful it might seem - to realise that “our actions” in 
Iraq had increased the likelihood of young Muslims “being attracted to terrorism.” 
And, speaking on television, the dapper Mr Keys, who is fast becoming a media person- 
ality in his own right, warmed to the same theme. 

But Mr Keys fought a parliamentary election and lost — Tony Blair's thumping ma- 
jority was dented by less than 2,000 votes. And the career of Baron Hurd of Westwell is 
a model of political failure in action. He should stick to writing fiction, a vocation of 
which he has made a relative success. 

Let us therefore put the wishful thinkers to one side, and dwell instead on the 
bombers themselves. There are two facts that stand out about the July 7 bombers. 
They were adherents of Islam. And they were of legal majority. 

I've pondered this second fact long and hard. I assume the bombers were — or 
could have been - on the electoral register, and that they could have exercised their 
right to vote last May. Perhaps they did so. 

I have also wondered why the bombings were not carried out just prior to the 
general election, in emulation of the Madrid bombings that brought about a change 
of government in Spain, and the consequent withdrawal of Spanish troops from Iraq. 
Perhaps the bombers hoped that Mr Blair would be thrown out of office anyway, and 
were driven to despair when the democratic process did not produce the result they 
hoped for. If so, what the London bombers did was to spit in the face of democracy, 
just as the now defeated Irish Republican Army did before them — if you can’t get your 
own way through the ballot box, reach for the bullet and the bomb. 

We are inevitably driven back to the Muslim faith that the bombers professed and 
practised. The major Islamic organisations in this country have lost no time in dis- 
tancing themselves from this particular branch of their faith, and I am sure they have 
done so with utter sincerity. The fact of the matter is, however, that the terrorist occu- 
pies a place of honour within Islam. I urge anyone who doubts this to read the seminal 
work, The Trouble with Islam, by the Canadian Muslim Irshad Manji. “Muslims must find 
positive role models rather than Jihadists,” she urges. 

That is a measure of the communal crisis that the British bombers have brought 
upon the Islamic communities of the United Kingdom. 
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‘Honour,’ it seems, is a relative term 


16 September 2005 


In the late evening of Saturday, September 3, an attack took place on the village 
of Taibeh, near Ramallah. Earlier that day, a young Mustim lady from the neighbouring 
village of Deir Jarir had been killed. This was an “honour” killing, a punishment for the 
crime of having formed a romantic attachment to a man from Taibeh. 

This man is a Christian. The village in which he resides is Christian. Accord- 
ing to one source, when the young lady’s family discovered that she had entered 
into a “forbidden” relationship with this man, they forced her to drink poison and 
then buried her corpse. Her disappearance came to the attention of the Pales- 
tinian Authority, which announced that her remains were to be exhumed and an 
investigation launched. 

This infuriated the residents of Deir Jarir. Late on that Saturday evening, a mob of 
several hundred Muslim men, chanting “Allahu Akbar” (“God is greater”), descended 
upon Taibeh, poured paraffin on many of its buildings and set light to them. Elements 
of the mob rampaged through the village. A statue of the Virgin Mary was apparently 
singled out for destruction. 

What is the significance of this quite unprovoked attack by Muslims upon 
Christians? It does not lie in the attack itself. “Honour killings” are commonplace in 
Islamic societies. 

Rather, Taibeh is said to be the only remaining West Bank village that is more 
or less completely inhabited by Christians, almost all of whom are of course Arabs. 
In 1948, Christian Arabs formed around one-fifth of the total population of what is 
commonly referred to as the West Bank. Today, that proportion is less than five per 
cent. Bethlehem, for example, which in 1948 was overwhelmingly Christian, is now 
overwhelmingly Muslim. 

By hook and by crook, during the 19 years of Jordanian misrule, and more recently 
during their misrule by the Palestinian Authority, there has been a quite under- 
reported ethnic cleansing of Christians, most of whom have sought refuge in Israel. 

Some have been actively persecuted; such persecutions have ranged from 
interference with their freedom of worship, and the denigration of Christian beliefs 
in the official Palestinian media, to abduction, rape and death. It is little wonder 
that American courts have been known to grant asylum to Palestinian Christian Arab 
refugees, agreeing with experts that these unfortunates would suffer oppression were 
they to be deported back to “Palestine.” 

Even where persecution does not take place, Palestinian Christians suffer subtle 
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discrimination, as one might expect in territory governed by Sharia law, under which 
Christians (along with Jews) are, at best, regarded as second-class citizens. 

In one terrible sense, therefore, no one ought to be surprised at the bloodthirsty 
events that took place in Taibeh on September 3. In fact, I must confess that I would 
not even have troubled to bring them to your attention, had it not been for the events 
that took place after the “honour” killing of the unfortunate young woman and the 
torching of the village in which her sweetheart resided. 

As to those events, I would have liked to have described to you the immediate 
outrage expressed by Christian communities around the world. I would have liked to 
have quoted to you the words of condemnation by, say, the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
I would have liked to have drawn your attention to the forthnght statement of con- 
demnation by the Anglican Consultative Council, which claims to take a close interest 
in events in “Palestine” — witness its endorsement last June of a resolution calling 
upon good Anglicans to support economic sanctions against Israel, a resolution said 
by the Anglican Communion Office to be “not against the Jewish people [but]... in 
solidarity with the Christian community in the region.” 

Alas, I can do none of these things. The ACC remains silent. From the lips of the 
Archbishop of Canterbury not one word even of regret — let alone of condemnation 
~ has fallen, not even one word of sympathy for the family of the young lady 
“honourably” murdered as punishment for her sin of loving a Christian. Indeed, when 
I telephoned the Anglican Communion Office four days after the assault on Taibeh, 
its spokeswoman claimed to have no knowledge whatever of what had happened in 
that place the previous Saturday evening; it was I who had to provide her with 
the details. 

I know of no protest from the Vatican, or from the Greek Orthodox Church. The 
Methodists are silent. Only the London-based Three Faiths Forum, and the Council of 
Christians and Jews (which, let’s face it, are basically Jewish inventions, the former 
the brainchild of Sir Sigmund Sternberg and the latter of the late Chief Rabbi Hertz) 
have dared to raise their heads above the parapet; the CCJ sent a message of sympathy 
to Taibeh while the TFF issued a public statement deploring the Muslim attack on the 
village and expressing sympathy with the injured and the bereaved. 

All in all, I must confess that I am unable to explain near-deafening silence of 
Christians on what happened in Taibeh. But a Christian friend advised me that it re- 
flected a certain moral bankruptcy. I’m sorry to conclude that he is probably correct. 
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Danish cartoons are not bad taste 


10 February 2006 


The current turmoil over the publication by the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten 
of cartoons of the prophet Mohammed may yet turn out to be the decisive moment a 
great many of us have been waiting for. 

The cartoons themselves were published in September. Rebuffed by the Danish 
government, which initially refused to condemn them, and angered by the support 
shown for Jyllands-Posten by other newspapers worldwide, extremists toured the 
Islamic world, whipping up the faithful, urging that those responsible for the 
cartoons be killed, and demanding that tne Islamic world boycott everything Danish. 

I can well understand that followers of Islam are upset that one of the cartoons 
depicts Mohammed wearing a bomb-shaped turban, while another represents him 
complaining that the number of Islamic suicide-bombers who have blown themselves 
Up it vo great that he has run out of virgins to service them. All of this is no doubt 
most distressing to many adherents of Islam. But I am afraid that it will do them little 
good to look to me for sympathy. 

On a daily basis, Islamic media outlets the world over defame the adherents of 
my faith. Gr a daily basis, Islamic media outlets the world over denigrate my ethnic 
group. On a daily basis, Islamic media the world over insult Jews and Christians, and 
do so with the full support of their respective governments. 

I have from time to time referred to these matters in this column. I refer those 
of you who want to learn more to the website of Palestine Media Watch (www.pmw. 
og.ily, which contains an online catalogue of such examples insofar as the Palestin- 
ian Authority is concerned. The Jew is depicted as bloodthirsty and treacherous, the 
epitome of evil, whom it is the duty of Muslims to wipe out. 

This message is the constant refrain of Islamic cartoonists operating further afield 
a4 well. A cartoon in the Jordanian newspaper Ad-Dustur (October 19, 2003) depicts 
Auschwitz, but the flag is that of Israel and the victims are Arabs. A cartoon in the 
Bahraini newspaper Akhbar Al-Khalij (June 10, 2002) shows a caricature Jew teaching 
his parrot (George W Bush) to repeat the phrase, “I hate Arabs.” These cartoons and 
others can be seen at www.tomgrossmedia.com. 

“OW — 1 can hear you say - “these cartoons are deeply offensive, but two wrongs 
don’t make a right, The cartoons in Jyllands-Posten were gratuitously offensive, and 
there's ng point in deliberately offending the religious sensibilities of millions of 


moderate followers of Islam.” 
Ihave some sympathy with this view, but not much. There is a strand of Islam 
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that proclaims the virtues of the bullet and the bomb as articles of religious faith. 
So a cartoon of Mohammed wearing a bomb-shaped turban seems to me a legitimate 
means of drawing critical attention to this dogma. There is a strand of Islam that 
glorifies the suicide-bomber, whom imams promise the reward of virgins aplenty in 
the next world if they blow themselves (and, preferably, a goodly quantity of infidels) 
to pieces. So the gentle lampooning of this particular idiocy seems to me to lie just 
within the bounds of good taste. 

But I am clearly not the only Briton who thinks this way. The decision by a jury 
at Leeds Crown Court, on February 2, to find two members of the British National 
Party, including its leader, Nick Griffin, not guilty of inciting racial hatred, may yet 
turn out to be as significant as the refusal of the world’s media to be intimidated 
by Islamist threats. 

I have no time for the BNP. Mr Griffin’s comparison of asylum-seekers to cock- 
roaches (in one of the speeches that led to his prosecution) strikes me as the sort of 
odious rhetoric the BNP peddles day in and day out. But Mr Griffin’s lawyers managed 
to turn his trial into a trial of Islam, and the jury clearly agreed that it is not unlawful 
to refer to Islam as a “wicked, vicious faith.” 

Unless and until the religious leaders of Istam throughout the world come to terms 
with the rights of others to criticise - without fear - the faith they profess, and the 
character of its founder, that faith will, I am sorry to say, continue to be widely re- 
garded as wicked and vicious. 

Of course this is unfair. Of course there are millions of Muslims who do not think 
in this way. Of course, the Danish cartoons were insensitive. And that’s why, as 
a symbolic token of my slight unease at the decision of Jyllands-Posten to publish 
them, I urge Jews the world over to join me in boycotting Danish bacon. 
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Will Muslim leaders speak out? 


15 September 2006 


Writing in The Guardian last week, Labour MP Denis MacShane offered a robust 
justification for the findings of the all-party inquiry he has chaired into anti-Jewish 
prejudice in Britain today. Not the least virtue of this inquiry is its refusal to blame 
the rising tide of street-based anti-Jewish prejudice exclusively on events in the 
Middle East. Rather, these events have acted as a trigger, permitting those who hold 
and wish to purvey raw, anti-Jewish prejudice to feel that they can now do so all the 
more easily. 

Britain is a remarkably tolerant country. We are therefore obliged to ask how it is 
that this seed of intolerance is being reborn. Of all the causes of this contemporary 
prejudice, Mr MacShane’s committee did not mince its words about one in particular: 
“a minority of Islamist extremists in this country,” his committee concluded, “do 
incite hatred towards Jews.” 

What I should like to do here is to put the spotlight on one small but important 
element in the work on such extremists. To do so, I refer you to a story that was 
reported in this paper on August 18. 

That report concerned the activities of a stall operating in the vicinity of Marble 
Arch, central London. The stall gives away free DVDs. Through the efforts of a friend, I 
have been able to secure six of these. None of them makes pleasant viewing, but two 
are particularly malicious. 

The first — labelled “Auschwits” — is in fact a film made by an American revision- 
ist “investigator,” David Cole, who claims (or claimed) that, although many Jews 
perished in Auschwitz, none was actually gassed there, because no gassings ever 
took place. The “myth” of the gas chambers was, claims (or claimed) Cole, a piece 
of Soviet propaganda. 

The film, shot at Auschwitz in 1992, offers plausible viewing. The camp’s only 
surviving gas chamber is in fact a partial reconstruction — as my wife and I discovered 
when we visited the site a decade ago. But there is plenty of contemporary, non- 
Soviet evidence for the truth of the gassings. For instance, the SS Doctor Kremer told 
a war-crimes hearing on July 18 1947 that “I remember I once took part in the gassing 
of one of [the] groups of women at the camp.” 

Naturally, this testimony is not mentioned in the DVD. Nor are we told that, 
on January 5 1998, Cole reportedly repudiated his revisionist views on gassings at 
Auschwitz, in a dramatic and notarised recantation in Los Angeles. 

The second, “Black & Jews,” consists largely of a lecture, given five years ago by 
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Dr Tony Martin, professor of African history at Wellesley College, Massachusetts, 
entitled: “The Judaic role in the black slave trade.” Dr Martin's speech is a rambling 
polemic arguing that anti-black prejudice is a theme of rabbinic literature and that 
Jews played a prominent part in the shipping of enslaved blacks from Africa to the 
Americas in the 17" and 18" centuries. 

JC readers may recall that, two years ago, Dr Martin’s invitation to speak at a Black 
History Month event in London was withdrawn on the instructions of — of all people 
~ Mayor Ken Livingstone, on the grounds that Martin had apparently had no compunc- 
tion in sharing platforms with a variety of white racists. At the end of his DVD lecture, 
the vote of thanks is given by none other than David Irving. 

The definitive account of Jewish involvement in the slave trade is “Jews, Slaves, 
and the Slave Trade: Setting the Record Straight,” an exhaustive work written by Pro- 
fessor Eli Faber, of the City University of New York, and published in 1998. As Professor 
Faber demonstrates, we should be surprised not that Jews played a part in the trade, 
but that the part they played was so marginal. Yet nowhere in his lecture does Dr Mar- 
tin even refer to, let alone engage with, the arguments in this volume. 

The stall at which these DVDs are being given away is run by a Muslim. If his 
motive were simply to spread legitimate and balanced, if controversial, knowledge 
-for example by offering works by both Professor Faber and Dr White — I would have no 
quarrel with him. In fact, of course, his motive is to disseminate inflammatory material, 
the contents of which most passers-by have no means of challenging: you need to be 
a specialist in order to refute the heavily flawed arguments they contain. 

The only motive this recognisably Muslim gentleman can have for giving away 
these DVDs is to whip up and reinforce irrational prejudice against Jews. Is it too 
much to expect the Muslim leadership in Britain to denounce his activities in un- 
ambiguous terms? 
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Muslims are not the ‘new Jews’ 


3 November 2006 


In the Sunday Times of October 15, the author India Knight wrote a column entitled, 
“Muslims are the new Jews.” As readers of tast week's JC “People column” will know, 
this triggered a highly spirited email exchange between Ms Knight and Julie Burchill. 

What had apparently triggered Ms Knight's original rant was the furore over Jack 
Straw’s admonition to some Islamic female constituents to remove their full-face 
veils when visiting him in his Blackburn constituency, and by the attempt by the 
Dewsbury-based teaching assistant Aishah Azmi to extract damages from Kirklees 
local authority, which had suspended her for allegedly wearing the full-face veil in 
the classroom. 

All manner of politicians weighed into the arguments surrounding these events. 
The Prime Minister, Tony Blair, even went so far as to say (in an intervention that 
struck me as particularly ill-judged, because the employment tribunal was still 
considering Ms Azmi‘s case) that the veil was “a mark of separation.” 

“People want to know,” the Prime Minister added, “that the Muslim community in 
particular, but actually all minority communities, have got the balance right between 
integration and multiculturalism.” 

Well of course, the nigab — the full-face veil — is indeed a mark of separation, as is 
the nun’s habit, the Chasid’s streimel and the Archbishop of Canterbury's dog-coltar. 
So, come to that, is my insistence on eating kosher no matter what the occasion. All 
these — to say nothing of brit milah — are marks of separation. All minorities are in 
some sense separate from the host community. That, after all, is why they are minorities. 

Had Ms Knight confined her diatribe to the multiple hypocrisies of these two cases; 
had she, for example, pointed out that Ms Azmi apparently did not object to removing 
the nigab in front of children, but insisted only on wearing it in front of men, her column 
might reasonably have exuded a sense of nghteous outrage. But instead she claimed, 
and the headline over her picture repeated, that “Muslims are the new Jews.” 

I noticed that, within a few days, “ordinary” Muslims interviewed for television 
news-clips were repeating this mantra. And that, for good measure, Mayor Ken 
Livingstone had joined in the refrain. Introducing a report, jointly commissioned 
by the Mayor's office and the Muslim Council of Britain, into the position of Muslims 
in London, and drawing attention to the “serious discrimination and prejudice” they 
apparently suffer, Mr Livingstone could not contain himself: “It is quite clear that 
the problems we have in Britain are not because Muslims wish to be separate... That 
echoes very much the demonology of Nazi Germany when Hitler said it was the Jews’ 
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fault and the problems were brought ‘upon themselves.” So there you have it: British 
Muslims are suffering privation comparable to that suffered by Jews in Nazi Germany. 
Muslims are indeed “the new Jews.” 

Except that a few minutes’ serious reflection, by anyone on the right side of half- 
witted, with or with access to a modicum of proven historical data, will show how 
incredibly crass and how essentially stupid such a comparison is and must be. 

From the moment of the Nazi accession to power (if not before), Jews in Germany 
were subject to extreme harassment and discrimination. In 1935, they were stripped of 
their German citizenship, and therefore of all the rights that citizenship gave them. 

Overnight, they became aliens in the land of their birth. They lost their jobs. Their 
businesses and properties were physically attacked and legally sequestered. They 
themselves were the objects of extreme violence and summary execution by what 
were sometimes thought of as hooligan elements but what were in fact agents of the 
state. And, of course, they were “collected” in concentration camps. 

Only a politician of superlative stupidity would equate the sufferings of Jews in 
Nazi Germany with the discrimination (if such it be) faced by British Muslims. People 
of Islamic faith living in Britain, whether or not they enjoy British citizenship, are 
protected (and so they should be) by a formidable array of laws both British and 
European. 

At the age of 14, my maternal grandfather was apprenticed as a ship's compass- 
maker in the London docks. At the end of seven years he was refused full employment 
because, and only because, he was Jewish — this was actually given to him by his union 
as the reason for his being “let go.” If a British Muslim today suffered such a fate, he 
would quite rightly have recourse at once to an array of remedies, and his employer 
and any complicit trades union would find themselves in the criminal courts. 

How dare anyone of any supposed intelligence claim that “Muslims are the new 
Jews?” Only a writer of consummate ignorance would say so. 
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Keep extremists out of college 


12 July 2007 


The past fortnight has witnessed some astonishing revelations. That a group of Isla- 
mist terrorists should be operating in Britain should come as no surprise. But that the 
alleged perpetrators of these crimes should have used the National Health Service as 
a cover has ~ rightly — shocked the nation. The alleged perpetrators are middle-class 
and well-educated. It appears that at least two of them had studied at Anglia Ruskin 
University, in Cambridge. This particular revelation has served, in turn, to refocus the 
public mind on the Islamic presence on our university campuses. May I therefore draw 
your attention to a government report, commissioned in 2006 and published earlier 
this year, that has not had the public attention it now clearly deserves? 

The report — Islam at Universities in England — was written by Dr Ataullah Siddiqui, 
director of the Markfield Institute of Higher Education, whose courses are validated 
by Loughborough University. It was ordered by Higher Education Minister Bill Rammell, 
who made public the government's concern that “narrow and unhelpful” interpreta- 
tions of Islam were being foisted on young British Muslims. “There are weaknesses (he 
said) in the way young Muslims are educated about what their faith really requires. 
There is a concern that the teachings which the great majority of Muslims would want 
to stress about living in peace, protecting the vulnerable, avoiding harm to others, are 
sometimes sidelined.” 

Of course, Mr Rammell was right to set such an inquiry in motion. But was he 
right to put this task in the hands of Dr Siddiqui? Tucked away in an appendix to Dr 
Siddiqui’s report is the information that, as well as being director of the Markfield 
Institute, the worthy doctor is also a senior research fellow at the Islamic Institute, 
Leicester. A BBC Panorama programme had linked the Islamic Institute (though not Dr 
Siddiqui personally) to a fundamentalist party operating in Pakistan. And Loughbor- 
ough has announced that it will cease validating Markfield courses in 2008. 

I tried to put all of these apprehensions out of my mind as I began reading Dr 
Siddiqui’s report. But what I read did nothing to reassure me. 

That the report has many positive things to say is beyond doubt. It calls for in- 
creased co-operation between our universities and Islamic schools; for university 
involvement in the education of Muslim community leaders; for campus awareness 
training of the religious needs of Muslim students; and for the government and the 
university funding councils to put more resources into postgraduate research focused 
on Islamic studies. 

But as you dig deeper into the report, you may come away from it as concerned 
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as I was at a hidden agenda. 

The report calls for the employment of Muslim scholars to teach Islamic theology. 
What sort of scholars? Scholars who will approach Islamic texts critically and with an 
eye to their historical context, and not be afraid to condemn - for instance — the so- 
called “sword verses” of the Koran, which glorify offensive war against “unbelievers”, who 
are deemed explicitly to include Jews and Christians? 

I don’t think so, because what the report actually says is that “students should be 
given the opportunity to learn from competent traditionally trained Islamic scholars”. The 
sub-text here is inescapable: Islamic theology at our universities should be taught by 
Islamist faculty steeped in a violent, triumphalist view of Islam in the modern world. 
This view would — indeed, must - be anti-Western, anti-Christian, anti-Jewish, anti- 
Israeli, anti-democratic, anti-gay and anti-feminist. 

The new Department for Innovation, Universities & Skills has not yet said which 
parts of Dr Siddiqui’s report it intends to accept. But, through the Higher Education 
Funding Council, it at once set aside £1 million to assist the development of “a com- 
prehensive long-term project to address the gaps in Istamic-studies teaching and re- 
search”. I shall be watching very closely how our money is spent. And I shall also be 
asking for a similar sum to address the chronic underfunding of Judaic studies at 
our universities. 
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My hostility to Islam is rational 


5 October 2007 


About a year ago, I discovered that I had acquired an entry in Wikipedia, the free 
online encyclopaedia. Wikipedia is a controversial project. It is used by billions of 
inquirers who want easy-to-get-at information on every conceivable and many in- 
conceivable subjects. But its entries are not subject to peer review. This means that 
literally anyone can register online and insert or modify an entry. 

I don’t know who was responsible for my entry (I wasn’t, by the way). When I 
discovered its existence, I took the trouble to correct some factual errors and then 
forgot about it. But a friend has now drawn my attention to a recent addition. In a 
new section in my Wikipedia entry, entitled “Controversies”, somebody - using an 
alias — has alleged that my JC columns “often cover Islam or Muslims” and that I 
have “been accused of displaying a consistently hostile, if uninformed, view” of this 
subject-matter. 

Well, of course, any Tom, Dick or Hymie might have made such an accusation, and 
it is true that from time to time some Muslim spokespeople have written to the JC to 
protest at what I have written. A piece I ran on August 3, which addressed Muslim 
attitudes to Jews, drew some criticism on the grounds that it reflected an irrational - 
or phobic — hostitity to Islam. But I was careful to stress that the evidence on which 
I had based the column was verifiable, and came from within the Islamic world. In 
focusing on the negative stereotyping of Jews in Islam, I was being neither devious 
nor hysterical. 

With that imperative in mind, I want to draw your attention to an excellent volume, 
published a few weeks ago by an American of Egyptian origin, Raymond Ibrahim. Mr 
Ibrahim, who now works at the Library of Congress, is fluent in Arabic. He has 
translated The Al Qaeda Reader (Broadway Books), a compendium of key texts 
originating with Osama bin Laden and other al Qaeda leaders. 

It is a commonplace refrain — and a cornerstone of the propaganda spun by Islamists 
and their media friends — that the al Qaeda attacks on the USA on September 11, 2001 
were merely a retaliation for various so-called “crimes” committed by America and 
its allies against the Muslim world, including unconditional support for Israel; the 
consequent persecution of Palestinian Arabs; the deaths of innocent Iraqis as a result 
of UN sanctions against the regime of Saddam Hussein; and the support offered by 
the West to corrupt “un-Islamic” governments in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and elsewhere. 
Specifically, the 9/11 attacks were explained by Mr bin Laden as retaliation for the 
destruction of Lebanese tower blocks (and their inhabitants) by Israel in 1982. 
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In other words, the West has brought the vengeance of al Qaeda upon itself by its 
evil acts against the Muslim world. 

But the documents translated in The Al Qaeda Reader tell a quite different story. 
It is Mr Ibrahim’s contention that while the language of retaliation is used freely by al 
Qaeda in its propaganda aimed at the West, this propaganda masks its true intentions. 
When al Qaeda addresses Istamic audiences, its arguments are entirely different, and 
are couched in the language of an intolerant religious fanaticism. For instance, when, 
after 9/11, a group of Saudis wrote an open letter to the USA declaring that “justice, 
kindness and charity” were at the very heart of the relationship between Muslims and 
non-Muslims, Mr bin Laden berated them: “As to the relationship between Muslims and 
infidels... Enmity shall forever reign between us, till you believe in Allah alone... And this 
fierce hostility [will cease]... only if the infidel submits to the authority of Islam.” 

Indeed, Mr bin Laden is on record as virtually excusing Western hostility to Islam 
because — in his own words - it is actually the “offensive jihad” of Islam that has 
provoked this hostility in the first place. 

Mr Ibrahim also translates an essay by Ayman al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian-born 
surgeon who is often described as Mr bin Laden’s principal lieutenant. The essay 
addresses the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims: “Muslims must always 
be loyal to other Muslims. Love and friendship for [non-Muslims] contradicts faith.” 
Apparently quoting the Koran, Mr al-Zawahiri declares: “Do not take the Jews and the 
Christians for your friends and protectors. They are but friends and protectors to each 
other. Whoever among you takes them for a friend, then surely he is one of them” — 
that is, an infidel. 

Of course, these views do not reflect the totality of Islamic thought on infidels, 
Jews and the West. But they appear to mirror an important part of that thinking, 
enthusiastically embraced by Muslims the world over. 
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s far as Jews are concerned, the ‘problem of Islam extends beyond the general 
A intolerance of Islamists, and their antipathy to those who do not share their 
views. It resolves itself, rather, around a specific discourse, grounded in the Koran, 
that excoriates Jews, Judaism and the Jewish state. 

Islamic Judeophobia derives from a specific, Koranic view of the part played by 
Jews in the struggles of Mohammed to establish himself in what is now the Arabian 
peninsula. To that extent - and to that extent only — it is grounded in historical 
incident. One might argue that Christian antipathy towards Jews is grounded also in 
historic incident - the life of Jesus and the (somewhat disputed) circumstances of his 
death. But Christianity has never called for the wholesale destruction of Jews. Strands 
of the Islamic faith have done so and do so still. 

In my JC column of 18 April 2003 I reproduced graphic examples of contemporary 
preaching by Istamic clergy, in which Jews — as a people - are vilified and dehumanised. 
On 6 April 2007 I quoted at length from an Egyptian TV programme that had accepted 
the truth of the Blood Libel — the myth that Jews kill non-Jews and use their blood for 
ritual purposes. I returned to this theme on 3 August 2007, and on 10 November 2006 I 
traced Islamic — and specifically Palestinian — participation in the Nazi Holocaust. 

In the Palestinian context Islamist propagandists have wasted little time in 
appropriating imagery and motifs from the European anti-Jewish cannon — specifically 
the myth of a Jewish world conspiracy (column of 3 June 2005) - and have annexed 
this to their abhorrence of Jewish success in reclaiming their national identity and in 
re-establishing their nation state within what is regarded as “the Realm of Islam.” 

These visceral prejudices are reflected regularly in the content of television pro- 
grammes in the Islamic world and on Islamist websites. But in no part of the Islamic 
world have they been appropriated by the state so readily and so comprehensively as 
in Iran (column of 12 May 2006) following the assumption of the presidency there by 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. When president Ahmadinejad first expressed a wish to see Is- 
rael destroyed we were told that there had been a mistranslation of what he had been 
saying. Unfortunately, the evidence is unmistakeable and overwhelming: his govern- 
ment, busy pushing forward with its nuclear programme, desires nothing less than the 
obliteration of the Jewish state (column of 1 August 2008). 

When I announce these things to non-Jewish audiences there is often an embar- 
rassed silence followed, almost invariably, by an attempt to marginalise the phenomenon 
of Islamic prejudice against Jews while acknowledging its existence. The end result of 
such an approach is to dangerously underestimate the reality and the potency of that 
prejudice - as was clearly the case when, in January 2007, a British TV documentary 
broadcast sermons filmed secretly in British mosques. There, for all to see, was homopho- 
bia, misogyny and Judeophobia (column of 23 May 2008). But the authorities saw fit to 
take action against the film-makers rather than the preachers they had filmed. 
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Stop crying wolf but don’t stop crying 


18 April 2003 


In the JC of April 4, Brian Klug warned us against a common, knee-jerk reaction of 
Jews to criticism of Israel, namely our tendency to cry out that such criticism amounts 
to “anti-Semitism.” 

In one sense, he is absolutely right. Professor Gavin Langmuir, in my view the 
greatest authority on what one might term the “theology” of anti-Jewish prejudice, 
has, in his numerous writings, exhorted us to distinguish carefully between prejudice 
against Judaism as a religion and irrational hatred of Jews as a people or an ethnic 
group. Such irrational hatred alone qualifies for the description “anti-Semitism.” 

The medieval Christian church, for example, was in general not prejudiced against 
Jews as individuals or as a group. What it opposed were the doctrines and practice of 
the Jewish religion - small comfort, admittedly, to the hundreds of thousands of Jews 
who suffered persecution and martyrdom as a result, but a very important distinction 
nonetheless. The church most certainly did not wish to visit genocide upon the Jews. 
It wished merely to convert them the Christianity. 

Jewish nationalism - Zionism — has complicated the picture. I would argue that 
to deny the rights of nationhood and of national self-determination to the Jews is a 
form of racism. But I also accept that you can, with total propriety, criticise individual 
policies of the government and people of Israel without necessarily being prejudiced 
against Jews or Judaism. 

However, what we see in the Islamic world today is something quite different. 
Consider, for example, the following, real-life scenarios, about which I am once again 
indebted to the Middle East Media Research Institute (Memri). 

On Friday February 14 last, Sheikh Bakr Abd Al-Razzaq Al-Samarai preached at the 
Abd al-Qadir al-Gaylani Mosque in Baghdad. Waving a sword, he shouted at his au- 
dience: “If Allah permits us, Oh Nation of Muhammad, even the stone will say, ‘Oh 
Muslim, a Jew is hiding behind me, come and cut off his head’ and we shall cut off his 
head. By Allah, we shall cut it off! Allahu Akbar! Oh Jews, Allahu Akbar!” 

Jews, the sheikh told his congregation, were “sons of apes and pigs.” Memn reminds 
us that the depiction of Jews as “descendants of apes and pigs” is a common theme 
among many Muslim preachers. In a sermon given at the Abd-al-Qadir al-Gaylani 
Mosque on December 13 2002, the same cleric referred to “a stinking, rotten defiled 
Jew, whose mother is an ape and whose father is a pig...” 

OK, you may be saying, that’s a tub-thumping preacher in Baghdad. What do you 
expect? Not typical, surely? 
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Well, you'd be wrong. “Fair Reporting” is a Web-based’ service that monitors UK 
media coverage of Israel and the Middle East. It has recently released a chilling 
20-minute video that consists entirely of clips from Arabic TV stations, with English 
subtitles. We see Dr Colonel Nader Al-Tamimi, mufti of the “Palestinian Liberation 
Army,” arguing (May 7, 2002) that “Zionism is a small sapling in the extremely con- 
temptible swamp of Judaism.” The doctor-colonel further declares that it is written 
in the Torah and the Talmud that “human beings who are not Jews are beasts created 
from the sperm of a horse.” 

A Friday sermon broadcast by Palestinian Authority TV promises “blessings to who- 
ever has saved a bullet in order to stick it in a Jew's head.” And little Basmallah, a 
girl of three-and-a-half years, interviewed last year on Egyptian TV's “Muslim Woman 
Magazine,” proudly denies that she likes Jews, because “they are apes and pigs.” The 
interviewer comments: “May Allah bless her and her father and mother.” 

Maybe you feel, or want to feel, that the clips have been taken out of context. If 
so, may I draw to your attention no less an august publication than the British 
Medical Journal? Its online edition (but not, interestingly, its print edition) has 
recently published a letter from a Canadian clinician and researcher who applied for 
two hospital positions which the BMJ had advertised. 

One was in Saudi Arabia, the other in the United Arab Emirates. The personnel 
manager of the UAE hospital replied that “even though we are a British-managed 
company, the hospital is owned by the Government of Abu Dhabi and, being a Muslim 
state, we cannot get visas for persons practising the Jewish faith.” And from the King 
Faisal Specialist Hospital in Jeddah came the response: “We don't have visas allocated 
for Jewish nationality.” 

Why the BMJ carried advertisements for jobs which it must have known were not 
open to Jews is a matter I don’t wish to pursue here (though I have taken it up with 
the BMQ’s editor). The question I wish to ask here is quite a different one, and very 
simple. Why should a Jew ~- not, mind you, an Israeli - be denied employment in a 
Muslim country? 

I can honestly think of no rational explanation for such prejudice. The situation 
becomes even more disturbing when we recall that many followers of Islam appar- 
ently have no qualms about coming to London and being treated by Jewish doctors 
in Harley Street. 

Such Islamic anti-Jewish prejudice seems to me irrational, and utterly abhorrent. 
I do not believe for one moment that I am “crying wolf” in drawing attention to it. 
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Either a catastrophe or a conspiracy 


3 June 2005 


Towards the end of last month I read an astonishing item on a website promoted 
by the Palestinian State Information Service — an official website of the Palestinian 
Authority. The PSIS was founded in 1996 by decree of Yasir Arafat. The website in 
question is entitled Al-Nakba, dedicated to the Nakba (catastrophe) - the name that 
Arabs and their non-Arab well-wishers give to the establishment of the modern 
Jewish state in 1948. 

Now I need to say at once that if Islamists and their non-Islamic well-wishers 
wish to refer to this event as a catastrophe, that is their right and their privilege. 
As a matter of fact I am bound to add that I do not find the description wholly 
inappropriate myself. Had the Arab world had more sense in 1948, it would not have 
waged war upon the established Jewish state, but would instead have taught itself to 
co-exist alongside this state. Had it done so, the plight of Palestinian Arabs would not 
have deteriorated to its present sorry state. 

Many would argue that this present sorry state amounts to a Nakba. I would not 
disagree with them. If only the Arab world had been ruled by its head and not by its 
heart, in 1948, how much better would be the condition of Palestinian Arabs a half- 
century or so later? 

The Al-Nakba website regurgitates many of the myths on which the Palestinian 
sense of injustice continues to be fed. But, to my astonishment, it contains (or 
rather contained, for the material to which my attention was drawn has since been 
discreetly removed) a reference to the notorious forgery known as the Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion. 

As every Jew should know, the Protocols were forged — probably by the Tsarist 
secret police — at the end of the 19th century, though the secret police themselves 
seem to have plagiarised a work written in 1864 by the French political satirist 
Maurice Joly, whose aim had been to attack the autocratic ambitions of Napoleon ITI. 
The Protocols purport to reveal details of a Jewish conspiracy to take over the world. 
They were unmasked as a forgery by The Times in 1921. 

Reputable historians agree that the Protocols are a forgery. There is no Jewish 
conspiracy to take over the world, and no such conspiracy has ever existed. 

But in the Islamic world, the Protocols are widely distributed and widely believed by 
ignorant, gullible masses brought up to believe that Jews are the very personification 
of evil, and can be blamed for all or almost all the ills that have ever beset mankind. 

But of course the gullible masses only believe these things because those in 
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authority feed their prejudices. And that is the significance of the inclusion of 24 of 
the Protocols on the PSIS website, taken from an Arabic translation that apparently 
originated on the website of a Shi'ite political party operating in Iraq. 

A second very recent example of Islamic prejudice against Jews is provided by the 
contents of the Friday sermon delivered on May 13 by an official preacher employed 
by Palestinian television, Sheikh Ibrahim Mudeiris, who is on the payroll of the 
Palestinian Authority. 

I quote: “Allah has tormented us with ‘the people most hostile to the believers’ — 
the Jews ... With the establishment of the state of Israel, the entire Islamic nation 
was lost, because Israel is a cancer spreading through the body of the Islamic nation, 
and because Jews are a virus resembling Aids, from which the entire world suffers... 
You will find that the Jews were behind all the civil strife in this world. The Jews are 
behind the suffering of the nations...We have ruled the world before, and by Allah, the 
day will come when we will rule the entire world again.” 

Space considerations prevent me from quoting Sheikh Mudeiris’s total misunder- 
standing of certain historical events — for instance the expulsion of the Jews from 
England in 1290 ~- and his questioning of the Holocaust. But what I have quoted 
shows the same obsession with the idea of a Jewish world conspiracy, and the same 
de-termination to portray Jews as the fount of all evil. 

Incidentally, the likening of Jews to a virus, or a cancer, echoes and replicates the 
propaganda of Hamas and other terrorist groups intent — by their own admission - on 
destroying the Jewish state. 

And I should add that the timing of the sermon, the day after the celebration of 
Yom Ha‘atzmaut, was almost certainly not coincidental. 

If the Palestinians are prepared to accept the legitimacy of a Jewish state within 
the armistice lines agreed in 1949, one might ask why Nakba day is not celebrated 
in June, to commemorate the Arab defeat in the Six-Day War (1967) and the loss of 
Judea and Samaria. Instead it is celebrated to coincide with Yom Ha’atzmaut, the day 
on which Jews the world over celebrate the establishment of their sovereign state. 

It is this reclaiming of national sovereignty to which Islam objects. And the 
objection, it seems to me, stems as much from a theological as from a territorial 
viewpoint. 

If the incidents to which I have referred had come from Islamic hotheads and 
obscurantists I might have been inclined to minimise their importance. It is the fact 
that they derive from official Palestinian sources that I find so depressing. 
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Heed these dire words. .. 


12 May 2006 


In the wake of last month’s bomb attack by Islamic terrorists on a falafel restaurant 
in Tel Aviv, in which nine people died and more than 60 others were injured, two 
developments occurred of which we all need to take careful notice. 

The first was that although the attack was carried out by Islamic Jihad, which is 
not part of the government of the Palestinian Authority, Hamas — the terrorist organi- 
sation which now controls that government — declared its immediate support for the 
attack, which it perversely characterised as an act of self-defence. 

We might also note that the mantra of condemnation that issued forth from 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas was quickly repudiated by several other 
Islamic terrorist groups in the region, including some linked to his own Fatah faction. 
Indeed, in a statement read out by a masked gunman in Gaza City, one of these groups 
demanded that Mr Abbas at once apologise for the condemnation he had issued. 

The second development is that the attack earned fulsome praise from the 
government of Iran. More than that, within 24 hours of the Tel Aviv attack, a group 
based in Tehran - “The Committee for the Commemoration of Martyrs of the Global 
Istamic Campaign” — launched a recruitment drive seeking volunteers for a multi- 
pronged suicide-bombing campaign aimed not merely at Israel, but also at America 
and Britain (and specifically but not only at the British writer Salman Rushdie). 

A spokesman for this committee, one Mohammed Samadi, explained to the media 
that although Israel was “the first target... all the Jews are targets, whether military 
or civilian.” So I must conclude that I am a target, that my family are targets, and that 
many of you reading this column are likely targets. 

Mr Samadi went on to cite with approval the activities of two now deceased British 
Muslims, Asif Mohammed Hanif and Omar Sharif who in 2003 (you may recall) carried 
out an armed assault on a Tel Aviv bar, murdering three Israelis in the process. 

Noting how easy it had been for Iranian “asylum seekers” to enter Britain and gain 
British passports, Mr Samadi explained that his committee planned to recruit British 
suicide bombers, initially to murder Jews in Israel but also to carry out attacks against 
specific targets elsewhere. The British passport-holding recruits (he reassured his au- 
dience) would “definitely not be sent to carry out an attack on London unless it was 
to kill Salman Rushdie.” But presumably if other people were killed in the process 
of murdering Mr Rushdie, this would no doubt be explained away by Mr Samadi as 
“collateral damage.” 

The remarks of Mr Samadi were quickly dismissed by some in the British media as 
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the wishful thinking of a stark raving lunatic. I do not regard them in this light. On 
the contrary, they seem to me to distil the essence of a particular geopolitical view 
which, in my view, has very substantial support in the Islamic world. In fact, I am 
inclined to believe that Mr Samadi’s every threat and promise was made with the 
utmost conviction. 

If Mr Samadi and his committee were an isolated group I might be inclined to take 
a less serious view. However, he and his committee enjoy the backing of Mr Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, the democratically elected president of Iran who has told us many times 
since his election last year that his dearest wish is to see Israel wiped off the face of 
the earth. 

How exactly would this policy be carried out? It seems to me that it would take 
tens if not hundreds of thousands of suicide bombers a great many years to accomplish 
this task. Even then, success could not be guaranteed. But a nuclear bomb dropped 
on Israel would indeed ensure that the Jewish state would be “swept away in a single 
storm” — to use Mr Ahmadinejad’s own phrase. 

A nuclear analyst with whom I discussed this possibility pointed out that even 
a “low yield” nuclear device aimed, say, at Tel Aviv, would destroy a large part of cen- 
tral Israel, perhaps even the Muslim shrines in Jerusalem; that a great many Muslims 
would be murdered as well as a great many Jews, and that radioactive fallout would 
ensure the region’s devastation for centuries to come. 

I pointed out that as far as Mr Samadi and his patron, President Ahmadinejad, are 
concerned, this would be a small price to pay for ridding the Realm of Islam of its Jewish 
presence. And I responded to his cynicism by insisting that we must think the unthink- 
able — now, while there’s still time to take the necessary, urgent counter-measures. 
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How Arabs conspired in the Shoah 


10 November 2006 


A small but important victory for those who care about the truth of the Holocaust has 
recently been won on an unlikely battlefield. The prestigious United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum now includes, on its website, material relating to the Farhud (an 
Arabic word meaning “violent dispossession” or “pogrom”) that took place in Iraq in 
1941. In so doing, the museum has at last acknowledged and reminded us all of the 
part played by the Arab world in the Final Solution. 

Speaking to a variety of audiences around the UK, I have always been struck by 
the widespread belief that the Holocaust was an exclusively European and Christian 
phenomenon. This fundamental misconception has played a key part in forming the 
contemporary non-Jewish view of current events in the Middle East. 

How often have I been told that Israel exists today as (in some sense) an atonement 
by the Christian West for the sin of the Holocaust? How often have I been lectured 
on the fundamental injustice inflicted on Palestinian Arabs, who have been made to 
suffer on account of the misdeeds of Europeans 60 or so years ago? 

“We Muslims never had anything to do with the Holocaust,” one Palestinian student 
shouted at me at a tense meeting I addressed last year. “Why are we being forced to 
suffer for a crime in which we played no part?” 

Well, the Muslim world did play a part in the Holocaust. It is an unedifying story, 
but it merits constant retelling — not least in Islamic faith schools. 

In 1933, Mohammad Amin al-Husayni, the Grand Mufti (supreme Islamic leader) 
of Jerusalem, who had been involved in earlier anti-Jewish disturbances in Mandate 
Palestine, sent to the German Consul-General in Jerusalem an infamous telegram 
espressing his support for Nazi ideology and offering his services in spreading this 
ideology throughout the region. 

During subsequent secret contacts between the Consul-General and the Mufti, 
Husayni asked for assistance in establishing in Palestine an Arab Nazi party. 

At first, Berlin politely rejected these overtures, not wishing to upset the British. 
But in 1938 this policy was jettisoned. Husayni began to receive financial and 
military assistance from both Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. In May 1941, he issued 
a fatwa calling upon the Muslim faithful to wage a holy war against the British. 

It was in Iraq that these machinations had their most turbulent results. An 
attempted military coup by Nazi-sympathetic Iraqi army elements against the pro- 
British Prime Minister Nuri Said Pasha led to the widespread killing, raping and 


torture of Jews, and the wholesale looting of their property, in a number of Iraqi 
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cities. This was the Farhud. 

In all, some 180 Jews were killed, and more than 600 others were injured. Iraqi 

Jewry never recovered from these events; within a decade, most Iraqi Jews had left 
the country. Husayni, meanwhile, fled from Baghdad to Berlin, where he was officially 
received by Ribbentrop and Hitler. He asked for a Nazi declaration of support for the 
right of the Arabs “to solve the question of the Jewish elements in Palestine and other 
Arab countries... as the Jewish question was solved in Germany.” 
The Führer promised him that Germany would effect “the destruction of the Jewish 
element” in British-controlled Arab lands. Husayni then moved on to the Balkans. In 
Bosnia, he recruited Muslims into units of the Waffen SS responsible for the murder of 
Serbs and gypsies, and of Jews in Croatia and Hungary. 

His support for the Final Solution was unequivocal. No less an expert than Adolf 
Eichmann’s deputy, Dieter Wisliceny, testified that Husayni “was one of the initiators 
of the systematic extermination of European Jewry and had been a collaborator and 
adviser of Eichmann and Himmler in the execution of this plan.” 

Husayni escaped indictment as a war criminal by sheltering in Egypt and the 
Lebanon. He died in 1974. But his legacy is very much alive today. We see it in the 
widespread sale of visceral anti-Jewish (and not just anti-Zionist) literature in the 
Muslim world, and in the way in which Jews are portrayed on Arab media. 

Collaboration between the Arab and Nazi worlds was in fact widespread in the mid- 
20th century. Arabs colluded with Nazis in the wholesale demonisation of the Jewish 
people, and applauded and assisted in its wholesale destruction. Nazi fugitives from 
allied justice found safe havens in Arab lands. No amount of political correctness 
today - no amount of not-wishing-to offend-Muslim-sensitivities - can wipe away 
this past. 

The Holocaust Memorial Museum's decision to mark the 1941 Iraqi pogrom 
follows a determined campaign by those interested in the truth. The Holocaust hap- 
pened. Arabs played a part in its happening. 


216 


The blood libel flows on Nile TV 


6 April 2007 


I have from time to time drawn attention to the extremely negative if not actually vi- 
cious stereotyping of Jews and Judaism in the contemporary Arab world, especially as 
reflected in its media. I keep a close watch on these media: I consider myself pretty 
much inured to the discourse ~ the cartoons, the captions and the caricatures that 
these media offer. But, accustomed as I have perforce become to these outpounings, 
nothing could have prepared me for the programme aired on “Nile Culture TV” (a 
satellite station based in Cairo) on 25 February last. 

Two men smartly dressed in suits and ties, are seated in plush armchairs. One, a 
certain Mr Muhammad Al-Buheiri, is being interviewed by the other. The excuse for 
their discussion is the misbegotten monograph published in Italian a few weeks pre- 
viously by Ariel Toaff, professor of history at Bar-Ilan University, entitled Passovers of 
Blood: European Jews and Ritual Homicides. 

This work addressed the legend that Jews murder Christians in order to use their 
blood in the baking of matzo for Passover. Professor Toaff astonished the world of 
medieval scholarship by suggesting that not all these “blood libel” accusations were 
necessarily untrue. Focussing on the case of Simon of Trent (1475) he declared that 
some fanatical Jews might indeed have murdered Christian children for ritual purposes. 

But this is of course sheer - and irresponsible — speculation. It is my belief 
(shared by other students of Victorian crime) that Jack The Ripper was a Jewish 
paranoid schizophrenic, Aaron Kosminsky. But holding that belief would not entitle 
me to speculate (let alone to speculate in print) that murdering prostitutes might be 
something Jews habitually engage in for religious purposes. 

The predictable furore that greeted the appearance of Passovers of Blood (pub- 
lished, incidentally, by a private publishing firm, not a reputable academic house) has 
been the subject of worldwide media attention. Condemned by Blood Libel scholars 
and by his own university, professor Toaff has now asked his publisher to withdraw the 
book from circulation. “I believe that ritual murders never happened,” he report- 
edly told the Associated Press. And in an interview with American weekly Chronicle 
of Higher Education (23 February) he has publicly repented: “I won't make a lira from 
this, ... [the] proceeds will go to the struggle against anti-Semitism.” 

But this public retraction, by its author, of a work comprehensively condemned 
by his peers, did nothing to dampen the enthusiasm of Nile Culture TV. Here are 
extracts from the interview with Mr Al-Buhein, whom the interviewer alleged is “a 
researcher specializing in inter-faith dialogue.” [I am indebted for this transcript 


217 


to the Middle East Media Research Institute, at whose website a video of 
the interview may be accessed]: 


Interviewer: What is the story of this blood matza? 

Mr Al-Buheiri: This man [Toaff] proved [it] scientifically and objec- 
tively ... Some sources in Jewish halachah say that preparing a single 
matza on Passover this way is sufficient for all Jews. Others believe 
that such matzos should be prepared in each country separately. 
Interviewer: They sacrifice Christian children? In what century? 

Mr Al-Buheiri: It has been substantiated since the Middle Ages ... the 
question we must ask [is] have the Jews .. given up these customs and 
religious rituals, which are important to them? 

Interviewer: Do you believe this still occurs in Israel? 

Mr Al-Buheiri: I believe it does, because these are religious rituals. 


I need to pause at this point in the interview to emphasize the obvious: if it were 
indeed the case that, today, in Israel, Jews murder Christian children [God Forbid!] 
for ritual (or indeed any other) purposes, the Christian churches would be up in arms 
and the UN Security Council would most likely be in continuous emergency session. 
But of course it isn’t. And if I were very unkind I would observe that Christians are un- 
fortunately habitually murdered in some Islamic countries, and for explicitly religious 
reasons. But I'm not. So let us return to Nile Culture TV. 


Interviewer: Some people say that the Protocols of the Elders of Zion 
... is a complete fabrication. 

Mr Al-Buheiri: By Allah, even if I did not have historical proof ...the 
current reality proves that it is true. 

Interviewer: Are not [the Jews in Israel] the accursed Jews ... mentioned 
in the Koran? 

Mr Al-Buheini: The fact that they are accursed Jews is not restricted to 
any geographical region ... If you believe in this religion [Judaism] ... 
you deserve this curse ... If you adopt this religious theory and these 
rituals, you deserve to be cursed. 


I would be delighted to engage in meaningful dialogue with Muslims on matters of 
common concern. But how can I when such complete rubbish - about my religion and 
hence about me — is peddled in this way? 
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Muslim dialogue? Don’t bother 


3 August 2007 


This June the Woolf Institute in Cambridge announced that the Jewish philan- 
thropist Richard Stone had, through his family’s Stone-Ashdown Trust, facilitated the 
donation of £1 million to fund a Centre for the Study of Mustim-Jewish Relations 
(CMJR). The centre's director, Dr Edward Kessler, was understandably delighted. “As far 
as I know,” he was quoted as saying, “there is no centre that is examining the encounter 
between Muslims and Jews... We are really pioneering the way.” 

Let me congratulate the CMJR on its good fortune, and set before it some of the 
singular difficulties I believe it faces as it decides how best to spend this endowment. 

Judaism was not founded as an expression of hostility to other monotheistic faiths, 
nor does it depend for its contemporary existence on such a discourse. If a Centre for 
the Study of Jewish-Pagan Relations were to be established, I can well imagine that 
pagans — for instance, Baal-worshippers of the sort that Elijah and Jeremiah railed 
against - would demand a thorough review of Jewish sacred texts, and the deletion 
of passages critical of (for example) child sacrifice. This would no doubt create for 
us Jews a deep moral dilemma: how far should we go in modifying what we preach in 
order to enter into a meaningful dialogue with those who practise child-sacrificing 
paganism and who demand that we respect their views by modifying ours? 

Of course, I am describing an imaginary nightmare. It’s true that some passages 
of the Talmud are critical of Jesus of Nazareth. Even these, however, do not exhort 
us to persecute Christians, let alone (Heaven forbid!) to kill them. And the same 
goes for Muslims. We seek no converts from Christianity or Islam, neither do we seek 
dominion over them. 

But the same is not true of Islam. In times past, the Koran could only be studied 
by readers of Arabic. Today there are a number of authoritative paperback translations, 
invariably annotated so as to explain the complex background to its composition. 
Having read the Koran in an authoritative translation, any fair-minded reader would 
be unable to deny that it preaches violence — not just in an historical setting, but also 
in a contemporary context. This is not just my view. It is the view of Muslims them- 
selves — both those who practise its ethic of violence and those who recognise this 
ethic for what it is and reject it. 

“We have got to realise,” a courageous Muslim Liverpudlian wrote to The Times two 
weeks ago, “that in certain circumstances [the Koran] did permit the use of violence, 
and it is not going to cut much ice with people at large... by just simply repeatedly 
saying that Islam is a peaceful religion.” 
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Islam was also founded, in part, on an explicit anti-Jewish discourse. Again, this 
is not just my view. The discourse is there, for all to read, in the Koran, whose view 
of the Jews was in turn derived from Mohammed’s own quarrels with the Jews of Me- 
dina, who declined to accept him as the last of the prophets. The Christian view of 
Jews is grounded in the writings of St Augustine, who preached that Jews should 
not be killed, but rather should survive in a wretched form to bear eternal witness to 
their status as Christ-killers. Early Islam, by contrast, preached that Jews (along with 
Christians) should be put to death. 

How do 215-century Muslims deal with this? Some, such as the Liverpudlian I have 
just quoted, consign to history the exhortation to kill Jews. But in my experience this 
gentleman is far from typical. 

To argue thus is a far cry from indulging in Islamophobia, which we can define 
as the “phobic” - or irrational — fear of Islam. On the contrary, to argue thus is 
exceedingly rational. I have been much amused — though it is actually no laughing 
matter — by the advice the chattering classes are currently giving to Tony Blair, in 
his new role as Middle East peacemaker, to sit down with the Hamas government of 
Gazastan. I do wonder if any of these chatterers have actually read the founding 
Covenant of Hamas (adopted in 1988), the entire rambling, hysterical text of which 
is saturated with a homicidal hatred of Judaism and of Jews — not Zionists or Israelis, 
mark you, but Jews. 

I respectfully submit that there is no dialogue to be had with the purveyors of 
such venom. None at all. 
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Police failed us over imam racism 


23 May 2008 


The apologies given in the High Court last week by the West Midlands police and 
the Crown Prosecution Service to the makers of an extraordinary documentary have 
thrown a welcome light upon that species of malign political correctness that is eating 
away at British tolerance and respect for minorities. 

On January 15, 2007, Channel 4 aired a documentary entitled Undercover Mosque. 
The film-makers distilled, into one hour, content from more than 25 hours of footage 
filmed secretly and at great risk at a number of mosques in the West Midlands. These 
recordings made very public what some of the imams at these mosques had been 
preaching to their congregants: 


- “Whoever changes his religion from al-Islam to anything else — kill him in the 
Islamic state.” 


- ‘Allah has created the woman, even if she gets a PhD, deficient. Her intellect is 
incomplete, deficient. She may be suffering from hormones that will make her emotional.” 


- “If I were to call homosexuals perverted, dirty, filthy dogs who should be mur- 
dered, that is my freedom of speech.” 


- “You have to bomb the Indian businesses, and as for the Jews you kill them physically.” 


Other footage showed one imam lavishing praise upon the murder of a British 
soldier in Afghanistan, while another encouraged violence against non-Muslims. 
Marriage with pre-pubescent girls was also advocated, as was the physical punishment 
of girls who refused to wear the hijab. Muslims were exhorted not to integrate into 
British society. The deputy-headmaster of an Islamic high school in Birmingham was 
filmed telling an audience at the Sparkbrook mosque that he disagreed with democracy 
and with the word democracy. 

“They should call it... kuffrocracy [kuffir means unbeliever], that’s their plan. It’s 
the hidden cancerous aim of these people.” 

No sooner had the documentary been aired than there was launched against it a 
sustained campaign of vilification, aimed primarily at its makers - Hardcash Productions 
— and at Channel 4 for having had the courage to authorise its transmission. The 
Muslim Council of Britain claimed that the film-makers had edited their footage so 
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as to “misrepresent” the content of speeches. The Islamic Human Rights Commission 
condemned the film’s “inherent Islamophobia”. 

You might have expected the police and the CPS to have ignored these responses, and, 
instead, to have objectively evaluated the chilling evidence that Undercover Mosque 
presented. But they didn’t. Using taxpayers’ money, the CPS actually began investigating 
the producers of the film, and it was they — the producers - who were accused of undermin- 
ing good community relations, by alleged selective editing and distortion. 

The police, meanwhile, referred the documentary to the media watchdog, Ofcom. 
But Ofcom praised the manner in which the evidence gathered in the film had been 
edited and presented. Hardcash and Channel 4 launched a libel action against the 
CPS and the West Midlands Police. And last week the defendants had to issue an un- 
reserved and grovelling apology. An undisclosed six-figure sum has been agreed in 
damages. Again, the taxpayer will foot this bill. 

But the last chapter in this sorry tale has yet to be written and, before it is, there 
are a great many questions to be answered. By what twisted logic - for example — 
could the police and the CPS have concluded that it was the film-makers who needed 
to be harried and pursued, rather than the imams and the mosque trustees who 
afforded them platforms from which to launch batteries of hateful invective which, in 
any commonsense view, must have amounted to incitement to violence? 

A few of the British-based preachers filmed for the documentary have been 
prosecuted, but not those who facilitated the dissemination of their views. Why? 

Then there is the Saudi connection. Many of the mosques featured in the 
documentary were funded by, or from, Saudi Arabia, and reflected the primitive 
Wahabist form of Islam officially sponsored by that country. We have already seen, in 
the history of the bribes and kickbacks said to have been paid to Saudi officials by 
BAE Systems (in order to win lucrative defence contracts), that political sensitivities 
at the iighest levels in British government led to the Serious Fraud Office being 
ordered to drop corruption inquiries. Did these same sensitivities dissuade the CPS 
from pursuing the truths revealed by Undercover Mosque? 

Many of us are dismayed at the strong support for the British National Party 
reflected in the recent local elections. Given the official attitudes reflected in the 
story of this documentary, is it any wonder that the BNP should be doing so well? 
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lranians are in denial on Israel 


1 August 2008 


Addressing the Knesset last month, Prime Minister Gordon Brown made a number of 
hard-hitting statements. Those of you who pay attention to the Islamic media will 
know that, of these, the ones that have caused most consternation pertained to Iran. 

Gordon Brown declared that the UK would “continue to lead, with the US and our 
European partners, in our determination to prevent an Iranian nuclear weapons pro- 
gramme”. Tehran, he said, must abandon its nuclear programme or face “growing 
isolation”. He warned of further sanctions against Iran if its government did not heed 
this warning and condemned as abhorrent Iranian president Ahmadinejad’s call for 
Israel to be “wiped off the map”. 

What precisely has caused outrage in the Islamic media, however, is not Dr Brown’s 
posturing against Iran’s nuclear ambitions. The Iranian government is in fact enjoying 
the merry game it has been playing so skilfully against the West - delay, procrasti- 
nation, lying and half-lying. Meanwhile, its nuclear programme has proceeded apace, 
and if this programme is not really as advanced as Iranian propaganda would have us 
believe, the necessary research and development seems, nonetheless, to be moving in 
the right direction. More sanctions — if they come — will have little if any effect. 

In any case, if Russia and China were prepared to veto sanctions against the 
Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe, how much more likely are they to come to the rescue of 
Iran should the UN security council be asked to vote on this matter? 

No. What caused outrage in the Islamic media was not the empty threat of 
punitive sanctions against Iran. It was Gordon Brown’s reference to the Iranian 
ambition to wipe Israel “off the map”. 

This phrase first surfaced in the course of remarks alleged to have been made 
by the then newly-elected President Ahmadinejad at a “World without Zionism” 
conference held in the Iranian capital in October 2005. But did the president actually 
say that Israel should be “wiped off the map”? 

Amongst experts in Farsi there is a sharp division of opinion as to whether he did. 
Appearing on a TV panel discussion earlier this year, I was confronted with an Iranian 
sympathiser who was adamant that the words were not used. What the Iranian presi- 
dent actually did (I was told) was merely to express the hope that in time Israel would 
somehow wither away: all President Ahmadinejad was calling for was regime change 
in Israel - perhaps the peaceful replacement of a Jewish state by a binational one. 
He most certainly does not (I was reassured) envisage the military destruction of the 
Jewish state — a prospect against which even Beijing and Moscow would rebel. 
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Well, the Jerusalem Centre for Public Affairs has just published on its website an 
authoritative study - What Iranian Leaders Really Say About Doing Away with Israel 
- which sets the record straight. The author, Dr Joshua Teitelbaum, is a leading au- 
thority on the politics of the Gulf region, holding posts at both Tel Aviv and Stanford 
universities. The evidence he has assembled — which reproduces the original Farsi 
alongside the English translation — is chilling. For example: 


“In the Middle East the global powers have created a black and filthy microbe called 
the Zionist regime” (Ahmadinejad, February 20, 2008, reported on his own website). 


“The countdown has begun for the destruction of the Zionist regime” (the Speaker 
of the Iranian parliament, February 2008). 


“Israel should be wiped off the face of the world” (these words appear, in Farsi 
and English, on a banner at the entrance to the offices of a branch of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard). 


As Dr Teitelbaum notes, what we are witnessing in Iran is the wholesale demonisation 
of the Jewish state, and demands that it be obliterated — literally - through an act of 
genocide. Make no mistake. With a range of 1,300 kilometres President Ahmadinejad's 
Shahab 3 missile, armed with a nuclear warhead, could easily strike at Israel. As former 
President Rafsanjani has said, “even one atomic bomb inside Israel will wipe it off the 
face of the earth, but would only do damage to the Islamic world”. 

It is the revelation of the truth of this intention that has caused such embarrassment 
and anger in Iran. But for us the message is unmistakable: prevention is always 
better than cure, and the physical destruction of Iran's nuclear capability now would, 
with all its inevitable repercussions, be preferable to an alternative that barely merits 
contemplation. 
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VITH FRIENDS LIKE 
HESE... 
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rom time to time I have turned my attention to fellow Jews who seem to delight 
F in nothing less than denouncing and denigrating the people of which they 
form a part. 

In the six columns which follow I focus on Jews - some personally known to me - 
who in my view fall into this category. Some, like Israeli novelist Amos 0z, delight in 
ridiculing orthodox Judaism; others, like musician Daniel Barenboim, seem to derive 
satisfaction from insulting emblems of the Jewish state (column of 14 October 2005). 
Playwright Harold Pinter grew up in a Jewish milieu but distanced himself from the 
Jewish people (4 November 2005). In the USA, Dr Norman Finkelstein has made a repu- 
tation for himself as the world’s foremost Jewish exponent of intellectual anti-Zionism 
(23 December 2005). In London Dr Antony Lerman, the former executive director of the 
Institute for Jewish Policy Research, denies that anti-Zionism has been instrumental 
in the evident racialisation of anti-Jewish prejudice and, for good measure, declares 
that anti-Jewish incidents in Britain are declining when all the evidence (including 
evidence gathered by his own Institute) points in the opposite direction (13 January 
2006). In Manchester Ahron Cohen masquerades as an orthodox Jew but does nothing 
to help the Jewish people, preferring instead to be exploited by sworn enemies of the 
Jewish people (4 August 2006). And in Tel Aviv professor Shlomo Sand denies that 
there is or ever was such a thing as the Jewish people (4 April 2008). 

I have never taken the view that Israel, as a state, is above reproach. I have myself 
criticized specific actions of specific Israeli governments. I am even willing to admit 
that anti-Zionism is not necessarily a manifestation of anti-Jewish prejudice. But all 
the above-mentioned individuals seem to me to have crossed the line that separates 
honest criticism from sheer, deep-seated and quite irrational prejudice. 
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Trembling on secular side of fence 


14 October 2005 


The Hebrew word, “charedi,” translated literally, means “one who trembles.” Charedim 
tremble before God. Because they tremble before God, and go about their lives with 
yirat shamayim — Fear of Heaven ~ they are (so the argument goes) punctilious not 
merely in their observance of mitzvot but in their heaping up upon themselves, and 
their families and friends, of rules and regulations, many of which have little if any 
basis in Torah. 

No doubt Charedim feel that, by adding to the Torah, they are demonstrating to 
God how broadly they are prepared to encumber their lives: the more they suffer in 
this world, the greater (they hope) will be their reward in the next. 

But although Charedim are generally thought of as belonging exclusively to the 
Orthodox world, their species is in fact to be found outside it. Paradoxical though it 
might seem, there are such things as secular Charedim. These Jewish folk have made a 
fetish — or, more accurately a religion — out of their secular and anti-religious outlook 
and lifestyle. 

A characteristic of Orthodox Charedim is that they go out of their way to impose 
their world-view on everyone else. Secular Charedim exhibit precisely the same be- 
haviour pattern. Not content with living a particular anti-religious lifestyle, they seek 
to impose this lifestyle on others. Not content with articulating an anti-religious dis- 
course, they seek to impose this discourse on others. 

There’s nothing particularly new about this type of behaviour. In England, a cen- 
tury ago, atheist Jewish immigrants fulminated against their fellow-immigrant, Or- 
thodox brethren. But not content with living their own lives as they thought fit, and 
flouting the social norms of the immigrant communities as they deemed proper, they 
declared war (so to speak) on Orthodoxy by, for example, organising ham-sandwich 
rambles on Yom Kippur, and deliberately walking past synagogues on that day eating, 
drinking and generally making merry. 

One might have hoped that this type of childish behaviour would have long since 
died out. But I'm afraid it has not. Indeed, we have recently had two dramatic examples 
to remind us that the secular Charedim are still very much in business. 

The first, which has been widely reported and commented upon, concerns the 
decision of the Israeli writer Amos Oz to use the disengagement from Gaza as a peg 
on which to hang his particular loathing of Orthodox Judaism, a decision which he put 
into practice in a now-celebrated article he wrote for The Times of August 24. 
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I have no intention of revisiting at any great length the arguments that 0z chose 
to deploy, and which have in any case been revisited by my fellow JC columnist 
Melanie Phillips. Ms Phillips’s characterisation of “Oz’s obsessive hatred of religious 
Judaism,” suggesting “that it is he, the militant secularist, who is the fanatic. His 
desire to strip Israel of its religious Jewish identity seemed... to be tantamount to 
stripping the soul from a human being” strikes me as so accurate that I am certainly 
not going to try to better it, save to add this: the interpretation given to readers of The 
Times by Amos 0z of the Gaza disengagement as the first “victory” in what he sees as a 
kulturkampf between Orthodox and secular Judaism in Israel is so mischievously wide 
of the mark that I do wonder whether he himself, as a reasonably intelligent person, 
actually believes it. 

If he does, he is a fool. If he does not, he needs to reflect on the quite gratuitous 
pain he has caused to hundreds of thousands of his fellow Jews whose only crime is to 
espouse a lifestyle which he has rejected. 

I turn now to the sad case of Amos Oz’s fellow secular Charedi, Daniel Barenboim. 
It would be impertinent of me to comment on Barenboim’s prodigious talent as a 
musician. What I can and will comment upon is his public articulation of his own 
anti-Zionist leanings. 

It is well-known that Barenboim formed a close relationship with the late Arab- 
American scholar Edward Said, whose apparently brave defence of the re-establishment 
of the Jewish state was grounded in a perverse view of the history of anti-Jewish 
prejudice that stressed the historic Judeophobia of Christendom while conveniently 
forgetting the historic Judeophobia embedded in Islam. 

Last month, during the launch in Israel of a book he had co-written with Said, 
Barenboim went out of his way to publicly humiliate an Israeli Army Radio reporter, 
Ms Dafna Arad. Ms Arad’s crime? As a serving member of the IDF she was of course in 
uniform. And since Barenboim’s current priority is to meet and make friends with the 
Arab world, this put his anti-Zionist nose right out of joint. He redeemed the situation 
by refusing to talk to Ms Arad and by pulting on her epaulettes. 

This incident followed hard on the heels of another, namely his conducting of the 
East-West (Arab-Israeli) Divan Orchestra at the Royal Albert Hall on August 14. The 
orchestra was founded by Barenboim some years ago with Said’s blessing and support. 
But what ulterior purpose was served (I wonder) by scheduling the performance on 
Tisha B'Av? 

I raise no objection whatever — on the contrary, I applaud - Barenboim’s efforts 
to reach out to the Arab world. What I do object to is his doing this by publicly belittling 
his own identity and heritage as an Israeli Jew. 
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Offstage playwright’s skewed views 


4 November 2005 


The Nobel prizes owe their inception to the will of the 19'*-century Swedish chemist 
Alfred Nobel, the inventor of dynamite. A wealthy but lonely man, Nobel no doubt 
wished to be remembered for something more edifying than having harnessed the 
power of nitro-glycerine. On one handwritten side of paper, he secured his own me- 
morial: the Nobel Prizes for physics, chemistry, medicine, literature and peace, to 
which an award for economics was added by the Bank of Sweden in 1969. 

But Nobel could not of course have any control over the sort of person to whom 
the prize was awarded. According to his will, each prize was to be awarded to one 
person. But those entrusted with executing his intentions have frequently in recent 
times awarded each prize to several people and occasionally not to people at all, but 
to organisations. 

The choice of recipients for the peace prize has sometimes struck me as grotesque. 
In 1994, one third of the prize was awarded to Yitzhak Rabin, one third to Shimon 
Peres, and the remaining third to Yasir Arafat, “for their efforts to create peace in the 
Middle East.” While we might argue about the effectiveness of the peace strategy 
pursued by Rabin and Peres, their sincerity is not in doubt. But Arafat? 

It’s not, however, the recipients of the peace prize on which I wish to dwell, but 
the latest recipient of the Nobel Prize for Literature, Harold Pinter. I do so with some 
trepidation but also with some conviction. 

Pinter and I have quite a few things in common. Although he is some 14 years my 
senior, Pinter and I went to the same secondary school (Hackney Downs) and some 
of those who taught him there also taught me. Our parental backgrounds share some 
common characteristics: upper-working-class, traditional Jewish households within a 
mile or so of each other. 

Granted, my birth in 1944 spared me the trauma of evacuation, which for many 
Anglo-Jewish youngsters was an unpleasant experience which left unpleasant 
memories. But the Hackney in which I grew up was not vastly different from that in 
which Harold Pinter spent his adolescent years. And the Hackney Downs School I 
entered in 1955 was pretty much the same school, with the same ethos, that Pinter 
had left some seven years before. 

By the time I left Hackney Downs (1962), Pinter was clearly visible as a rising star, 
a playwright already of international repute. He was a school hero, whom some of my 
teachers (who had also taught him) openly spoke of as a role model. 
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Chief among these, I recall, was the head of English, Joseph Brearley, a Cambridge 
graduate to whom Pinter has seen fit to pay public tribute as a seminal influence in 
his career. 

The Mr Brearley I remember was a vicious man whose attitude to Jews troubled me 
from the first. His uncontrollable fits of anger, often ending in boys getting whacked 
for no particular reason, were legion. Superficially, he seemed to enjoy his contacts 
with Jews, and boasted often that he liked nothing better than to be invited to the bar 
mitzvah parties of his Jewish pupils. 

Well, he was not invited to mine, and I now believe that he sought these invitations 
simply in order to mask his contempt for things Jewish. I can vividly remember 
meeting up with him one Rosh Hashanah morning outside the Clapton Synagogue. 
Armed with a clipboard and pencil, he gloated to me (and my late father) that he 
was recording the names of pupils who attended synagogue, so as to compile a list of 
those who did not, with a view to punishing them as frauds who absented themselves 
from school for no good reason. 

Like many others, I’ve wondered whether it is possible to detect Jewish themes (as 
opposed to characters) in Harold Pinter’s literary output. On the face of it, the answer 
seems to be that it isn’t. But dig a bit deeper and you might come up with a different 
answer. For instance, much of his early dramatic work is manufactured (I use this word 
deliberately) around a common template: the stereotypical Jewish characters, bewil- 
dered and frightened, covet a past which was secure and morally grounded. This was 
one side of the Jewish Hackney he and I both grew up in. 

When Pinter left Hackney Downs School he turned his back on whatever Jewish 
roots for which he may have felt any affection. He married out. In recent times, he 
has succumbed to a visceral hatred of the United States of America. He condemned 
the NATO bombing of Serbia (1999) following Serbian massacres of Albanian Muslims 
in Kosovo. Two years later, he joined the International Committee to Defend Slo- 
bodan Milosevic. 

He is a vocal critic of the liberation of Iraq and has indeed written, against that 
liberation, poetry that is surely too crude to merit serious attention. As one critic has 
rightly said, “any talented 15-year-old could write as well.” 

Surveying Mr Pinter’s biography, and the many accolades and honours that have 
been heaped upon him, a friend of mine remarked that whatever one thinks of his 
politics, Harold Pinter is a “great” writer. But Pinter himself wrote, in 1958, that “A 


thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false.” How true, 
Harold old chum, how true. 
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Different wavelengths on the radio 


23 December 2005 


Earlier this month, I was asked by the BBC to participate in a live radio debate with 
Professor Norman Finkelstein, an American Jew, born in Brooklyn to Holocaust survivors, 
who now teaches at DePaul University, Chicago, and who had come to the UK to 
promote his latest book, Beyond Chutzpah. 

After Noam Chomsky, professor of linguistics at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, Professor Finkelstein must be regarded as the world’s foremost Jewish 
exponent of intellectual (as opposed to religious) anti-Zionism. 

Indeed, I understand that Professor Finkelstein is enthusiastically seen in some 
quarters as Professor Chomsky’s ideological heir-apparent. 

It’s a claim that I would certainly support. 

His bitter invective against the role of Zionism in the recent history of the Middle 
East far outstrips that of, say, Avi Shlaim, professor of international relations 
at Oxford, or of Professor Ilan Pappe at Haifa University, while his command of the 
sources is — at least to the untrained eye — far wider than that of, say, Professor Steven 
Rose of the Open University (whom we must remember is not, alas, a trained historian 
or political scientist). 

I have previously been invited to debate with Jewish anti-Zionists and, whenever 
such an invitation reaches me, I ask myself whether the risk of giving further publicity 
to the views of these oddballs is actually worth running. In most cases, I have turned 
down the request. In Professor Finkelstein’s case, I decided to take up the challenge. 

University teachers are in a unique position — of influence bordering upon power 
- to frame the views of those entrusted to their educational care. Jewish anti-Zion- 
ists who occupy such positions must never be allowed to assume that they have carte 
blanche, or that their opinions are in any way shielded from academic scrutiny. 

Professor Finkelstein seems to me to specialise in the wnting of semi-sensational 
works that attract publicity (which presumably impacts favourably on their sales) 
mainly on account of their titles. 

Five years ago, he published The Holocaust Industry. 

This slim volume purported to reveal how American Jewry had become interested 
in the Holocaust only post-1967, when, he argues, it occurred to them that their cor- 
porate and class interests could best be defended by using the historical victimhood 
of the Jewish people as an argument against having to share their allegedly 
privileged position in American society with other dispossessed and persecuted mi- 


norities, such as the blacks. 
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This is an interesting if controverstal argument, and a greater scholar than Norman 
Finkelstein might have felt the need to exhibit and deploy the evidence necessary to 
sustain it. What Finkelstein did, however, was to launch an attack on the notion of 
there having been a Holocaust on the scale claimed by the Jews. 

His specious reasoning has already been authoritatively destroyed by, among 
others, Professor David Cesarani of London University (in a masterly review in the 
Times Higher Education Supplement of August 4, 2000). As Cesarani argued there, 
Finkelstein’s exoneration of the conduct of the Swiss banks towards Holocaust victims 
is amazing — not least because of the weight of historical evidence against it. 

In Beyond Chutzpah, Finkelstein uses a similar approach and falls into a similar 
trap: take an interesting idea (in this case, that supporters of Israel use the accusation 
of anti-Semitism to deflect criticism of the Jewish state and to stifle legitimate debate 
about that state), but then support it by evidence that is partial and incomplete. 

Israel is no more above criticism than any other state. I myself have criticised 
successive Israeli governments in this column. At the same time, I have no doubt that 
some criticism of Israel is motivated by Judeophobia, pure and simple. All the signs 
are there if only Professor Finkelstein, and similarly myopic Jews, would look for and 
be prepared to recognise them. 

Both on the right and the left in democratic polities (never mind Islamic autocracies) 
we can now find Israel depicted as a state that was born in original sin (the supposed 
dispossession and attempted destruction of the Palestinian Arab “nation”) and that 
ought not, therefore, to exist. 

That it does exist is due to the support of Jews worldwide, and of non-Jews whom 
they, the Jews, have corrupted and suborned for this purpose. Israel is, the argument 
continues, the major threat to world peace. World peace is, in short, threatened by a 
new world Jewish conspiracy. 

This is the essence of the “new” anti-Semitism, which, in spite of the vehement 
denials of Professor Finkelstein and other like-minded Jews, is, I am sorry to say, alive 
and well on both sides of the Atlantic. Those Jews who deny the right of the Jewish 
people to national self-determination are, more often than not, among its most slav- 
ish (if unconscious) followers, be they secular, self-hating anti-religious Jews of the 
left or religious self-loving pseudo-Orthodox Jews of the right. 

When I debated with Professor Finkelstein, I found him singularly unwilling to 
confront or engage with this analysis. 

As he mouthed to the microphone the same platitudes that appear on the publicity 
literature that accompanies his latest book, I wondered how effective he might be as 
a teacher of political science. 


I do not know what impact he has on his pupils. His retreat into unthinking dogma 
certainly frightens me. 
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JPR loses mind in choice of new head 


13 January 2006 


In 2003 I contributed a short historical essay to the now famous (or, as some prefer to 
describe it, infamous) volume entitled A New Anti-Semitism? This book was published 
by the Institute for Jewish Policy Research, and attracted much media attention at 
the time, because its thrust was to suggest that there had been an upsurge in anti- 
Jewish feeling in Britain, and that this upsurge, though fuelled in an immediate sense 
by events in the Middle East, could be traced more deeply to the long-term racialisa- 
tion of anti-Israeli sentiment. 

I pointed out that Zionism — alone of all nationalist and national liberation move- 
ments, including Arab nationalist movements — is now routinely described as a racist 
ideology. Demagogues on the left had and have joined demagogues on the right in 
declaring that Jews, alone of all ethnic groups, have no national rights. And thus (I 
and other contributors argued) a new species of Judeophobia had arisen out of the 
ashes of the old. 

But my purpose now, in drawing attention to this volume, is not to publicise 
my own views, but to focus instead on the views of one of my fellow contributors, 
Antony Lerman. 

Entitled “Sense on Anti-Semitism,” Mr Lerman’s essay attacked the notion that 
“anti-Semitism in Europe is deadly serious and getting worse.” He questioned the view 
of the Chief Rabbi (which Sir Jonathan has recently repeated), that “anti-Semitism 
has reached unprecedented levels.” And on the central issue of whether anti-Zionism 
could legitimately be termed anti-Semitism Lerman did not pull his punches. 

“The anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism argument [Lerman wrote] drains the word 
anti-Semitism of any useful meaning. For it means that to be an anti-Semite, it is suf- 
ficient to hold any view ranging from criticism of the policies of the current Israeli 
government to denial that Israel has a right to exist as a state, without having to 
subscribe to any of those things which historians have traditionally regarded as mak- 
ing up an anti-Semitic world view.” 

Lerman went on to list what “those things” might be, such as hatred of Jews per 
se and belief in a Jewish worldwide conspiracy. And he added, for good measure, 
that “anti-Semitism is not indigenous in the Arab World,” but was exported to it 
from Europe. 

Lerman’s essay attracted comparatively little attention when the JPR volume was 
published. But last October I forced myself to re-read it after listening to the BBC 
Radio 4 documentary focussed on the work of the Community Security Trust. 
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That programme, you may recall, questioned whether the CST might not have a 
vested interest in painting a picture of anti-Jewish prejudice in Britain in colours 
much more vivid than were actually justified. It was alleged on the programme that 
the CST “bumped up” the figures on anti-Semitic attacks, inducing within British Jew- 
ry a paranoia that inhibited legitimate criticism of Israel. 

The BBC managed to find a couple of Jews who were willing to agree, on air, that 
this might indeed be the case. One of them was Antony Lerman. 

Now I want you to understand that I hold no brief whatever for the CST. In my own 
very limited dealings with the trust, I have found some of its operatives to be over- 
bloated with a sense of their own indispensability, high on the ego-trip that working 
for the CST apparently induces. 

But of course that is not to say that its work is without importance. In particular I 
need to recall and reiterate the research findings of Dr Paul Iganski (of the University 
of Essex), suggesting that the incidence of hate-crimes against London’s Jews has if 
anything been grossly understated by the CST. This research, carried out jointly with 
the Metropolitan Police, was published as recently as last July. It was co-sponsored 
by the JPR. 

What continues to interest me about the BBC programme was Lerman’s contribu- 
tion and, in particular, his view that the denial of the right of Israel to exist might not 
be anti-Semitic at all. And my curiosity and concern are now all the greater because 
Lerman has just been appointed executive director of the JPR. 

Did I write appointed? I meant (of course) re-appointed. Because Lerman had 
been the JPR’s first executive director, a post he resigned in 1999 to become director 
of European Programmes for the Yad Hanadiv Foundation. 

It is a puzzle to me why Lerman should wish to return to a post he relinquished six 
years ago. But it is an even greater puzzle why a majority of the JPR’s directors sanc- 
tioned his re-appointment. Why re-appoint someone who had already “moved on?” 
Why re-appoint someone who has publicly disputed the JPR’s own research findings 
on the broad trend of anti-Jewish incidents in the nation’s capital? 

Lerman is entitled to hold whatever questionable views he pleases on the nature of 
anti-Jewish prejudice. He is entitled to believe the fantastic myth that such preju- 
dice was never indigenous to the Arab world. He is entitled to proclaim that those 
- including those Jews - who deny the right of Jewish national self-determination 
are by no means to be judged anti-Jewish. 


The problem is (isn’t it?) that as head of the JPR no one is going to take him, or 
it, seriously any more. 


234 


My relative who's a hit in Tehran 


4 August 2006 


Some weeks ago, I wrote about a meeting at London University’s School of Oriental 
and African Studies, at which former BBC “Panorama” reporter Alan Hart had launched 
the first of a two-volume work entitled Zionism: The Real Enemy of the Jews. 

I explained that, in order to assist him in this enterprise, Mr Hart had assembled a 
panel of well-wishers, and I added that, in my view, the most outstanding of these was 
“Rabbi” Ahron Cohen, the Mancunian head of the Neturei Karta movement in Britain. 

“Resplendent in his black frock-coat and hat,” I wrote, “’Rabbi’ Cohen was... the 
star attraction of the evening... ‘Rabbi’ Cohen... said exactly what Mr Hart... and 
most of the audience wanted to hear: that Zionism is ‘totally divorced from Judaism’.” 

Today, I return to the subject of “Rabbi” Cohen because, though he may appear 
to many of us to be a crank, the fact of the matter is that his entry on to the stage 
of international diplomacy is, well, a fact, and one of which the world of Islamists is 
justly proud. 

In February, “Rabbi” Cohen had appeared at the Cambridge Union to denounce 
Zionism as “a disgrace to the Jewish people.” In March, he had packed his tallit and 
tefillin and had journeyed to Tehran, there to meet senior members of the Jew-hating 
and Holocaust-denying government of President Ahmadinejad. 

“Rabbi” Cohen is certainly cutting a fine figure of himself on the world stage. To 
the enemies of the Jewish people he is — dare I say it? — manna from heaven. 

At this point, I need to declare a personal interest. “Rabbi” Cohen is a relative 
of mine, by marriage. Over the past few months, I have been in contact with him 
by email, and we have had several telephone conversations which, though they have 
never descended into personal insult, have nevertheless been sharp and prickly. 

Our dialogue began when he provided me with a copy of his address to the 
Cambridge Union. I was horrified at the number of errors of fact (let alone interpreta- 
tion) in it, and I sent back a formidable list of corrections. I have yet to receive from 
him a revised version of his paper, with the mis-statements acknowledged and the 
corrections made. 

At SOAS, we exchanged only family pleasantries but, following the outbreak of 
war in the Middle East last month, I decided to make contact with cousin Ahron 
once more. 

I did so for a specific reason. In Tehran, Ahron Cohen is persona grata. And it 
occurred to me that, as the God-fearing Jew that he claims to be, he might use his 
good offices to suggest to the Iranian government that they should bring their very 
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considerable influence over Hamas and Hizbollah to bear to secure the release with- 
out further harm of the Jewish soldiers abducted by these terrorist organisations. 

So I emailed this suggestion to cousin Ahron, and I followed this email up with 
several telephone conversations. The request I made was on the face of it a very 
simple one. I reminded Cousin Ahron that, according to the Talmud, he who saves a 
single life may be compared to one who saves the entire world. I was not asking him to 
leave the creature comforts of his Manchester residence. All he had to do was to pick 
up the telephone and make a call to his new friends in the Iranian government. 

His response shocked me - and I’m not a person who is easily shocked. “Rabbi” 
Cohen, who struts around in a frock-coat and a wide-brimmed black hat, and who 
gives the appearance of being as close to God as one could get in this life, refused to 
do any such thing. 

Not only that, but he countered my suggestion with the ludicrous proposition 
that the best way to bring peace to the Middle East would be to announce the com- 
mencement of discussions on “the total, peaceful and immediate dissolution of the 
state of Israel... Such an announcement would bring about an immediate cessation 
of hostilities.” 

I pointed out to him that such a discussian would certainly need to be sanctioned 
by the Israeli electorate, and that I doubted such a sanction would be forthcoming. I 
added that, in any case, this had nothing to do with the simple request I had made of 
him: to make a phone call and try to save Jewish lives. But cousin Ahron was having 
none of it. It seems to me that — never mind his frock-coat and black hat - “Rabbi” 
Cohen is far removed from God. 
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We re not a ‘people’? Outrageous 


4 April 2008 


As the Jewish people prepare for the 60th birthday of the re-establishment of the 
Jewish state, the detractors of that state, and of the people whose national interests 
it was re-established to serve, are also preparing themselves for this event. The Pales- 
tine Solidarity Campaign, for instance, is calling upon its followers to demonstrate at 
Windsor Castle against the JNF’s gala banquet there on April 7, with the slogan “Come 
Spoil Israel’s 60th Birthday Bash”, and we can be sure that the spoilers will be out in 
force. We can also be certain that, as the 60th anniversary (14 May) approaches, the 
spoilers will make every effort to focus the media’s attention on Jewish opponents of 
Jewish nationalism — Zionism — and I fully expect the usual suspects to be wheeled 
before the media. 

With this prospect in mind, and mindful also of the adage that to be forewarned is 
to be forearmed, let me therefore also bring to your attention a relative newcomer to 
the brigade of Jewish enemies of Jewish nationalism, Shlomo Sand, who is a professor 
of history at Tel Aviv University. 

In a work recently launched by the Hebrew-language publishing house Resling, 
entitled Matai ve’ech humtza ha’am hayehudi? (“When and How Was the Jewish People 
Invented?”), Professor Sand announces that the Jews who now live in Israel are in 
no sense the descendants of the Jews who dwelt in the kingdom of Judea 2,000 and 
more years ago. Modern Jews are for the most part descended, in Professor Sand’s con- 
sidered opinion, from converts — either north African pagans who converted around 
1,500 years ago, or Khazars (inhabitants of the northern Caucasus, adjacent to the 
Caspian Sea) who converted around 1,200 years ago and from whom Ashkenazic Jews 
are descended. 

“The people did not spread,” declares the professor, “but the Jewish religion 
spread.” There is, therefore, no such entity as a Jewish “nation-race”, and the idea 
that Jews constitute or could ever have constituted a “nation”, or a “people”, is a 
“national mythology” invented by Zionists in the 19th century. No one exiled the 
Jews from their land (he continues) because there was never a Jewish exile, except as 
another myth, namely that invented by Christians to bolster the authenticity of the 
Christian faith, which the Jews rejected and for which they incurred the (mythical) 
divine punishment of exile. In fact, according to Professor Sand, “the chances that 
the Palestinians are descendants of the ancient Judaic people are much greater than 
the chances that you or I are its descendents. The first Zionists, up until the Arab 
Revolt (1936), knew that there had been no exiling, and that the Palestinians were 
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descended from the inhabitants of the land.” 

Why am I troubled by this book? 

It is not simply because it is controversial. I defend Professor Sand’s freedom 
to be controversial. It is not merely because his conclusions are sure to be seized 
upon by the enemies of the Jewish people and of the Jewish state. If his conclusions 
were soundly based, I would ignore their cries of delight, and defend his scholarship 
instead. 

The difficulty is, his conclusions are anything but soundly based, and I find myself 
unable to defend his scholarship. 

To begin with, there is a great deal of DNA evidence to support the view that Jews 
originated as a genetically homogenous people or group of peoples. Professor Sand’s 
argument that “there is no etymological connection between the German Jewish lan- 
guage of the Middle Ages and Yiddish” is contradicted by and in numerous studies of 
the history of Yiddish literature. But most worrying of all is Professor Sand’s apparent 
inability to grasp the theory of peoplehood, which is actually an ethnic rather than a 
racial concept. When Professor Sand argues that because most Jews in the contempo- 
rary world “have no desire to live in the state of Israel .... therefore, they cannot be 
seen as a nation”, he reveals this incapacity in a startling fashion. 

Members of an ethnic group may indeed have common racial characteristics. But 
their common characteristics are equally likely to be religious, cultural, geographical 
or linguistic, or a combination of two or more of these. And, even if religious, any 
history of conversion is irrelevant, a red herring. 

Professor Sand is said to be an authority on the intellectual history of modern 
France. The best advice I can give him, as a fellow historian, is to stick to this 
specialism. If, that is, he values his reputation as an academic. 
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EXPOSING MYTHS 
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istory is the collective memory of society. The task of the conscientious historian 
H is to investigate, confront, challenge and — if necessary ~ correct this collective 
memory. Much historical writing, therefore, inevitably concerns itself with the 
destruction of myth. This, no doubt, is the reason why historians are early targets of 
totalitarian regimes. It is certainly the reason why historians are viewed with such 
suspicion in the Jewish world. 

The four columns that follow illustrate, in different ways, how I have brought my 
own training as a historian to bear on matters related to the history of the Jews in 
modern Britain. In the first (20 September 2002) I address the phenomenon of the 
‘sanitised’ obituary. In the second (9 December 2005) I examine fundamental mis- 
conceptions about the so-called Cromwellian ‘Resettlement’ of the Jews in England, 
and explore the tone that set for the relationship between the Jews and British society 
in the 350 years or so since that event. In the third (13 October 2006) I demolish one 
of the most potent myths surrounding the Anglo-Jewish confrontation with home- 
grown fascism in Britain the 1930s - the ‘Battle’ of Cable Street, and expose some 
truths that (judging from my subsequent postbag) many of my co-religionists would 
rather I had kept from public view. In the fourth (20 April 2007) I address two myths: 
that Jews played anything more than a peripheral role in the transatlantic slave trade; 
and that anti-black racism is - nonetheless — foreign to the Jewish psyche. 

Taken together, these four columns elicited some of the fiercest criticisms any of 
my JC pieces have ever attracted. This fact alone convinces me that I was fully justi- 
fied in writing them. 
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Integrity rather than flattery in memoriam 


20 September 2002 


For the past four years, I have acted as an associate editor of the New Dictionary of 
National Biography, a vast publishing project undertaken by Oxford University Press. 
The first DNB was published over a century ago. Its aim was to provide concise, 
authoritative literary portraits of the men and women (mostly, it has to be said, men) 
who shaped the history of this country from earliest recorded times. Now very mucha 
thing of history itself, the DNB is being radically overhauled and updated. 

My responsibility has been for post-1800 Jewish entries. I have chosen which 
Anglo-Jewish women and men to include, and have either written their biographies 
myself or commissioned other scholars, experts in their fields, to write them. In draft- 
ing entries for the NDNB, and in giving guidance to and reviewing the entries drafted 
by others, I have had a number of considerations in mind. One of them has been to 
tell the story “warts and all.” 

Earlier this year, in an American publication, “Historically Speaking,” another 
Anglo-Jewish academic, Jeremy Black, who teaches at the University of Exeter, raised 
a storm by complaining about the obituaries which appeared last October following 
the death of Sir Jack Plumb, professor of modern English history at Cambridge. Plumb 
(whose pupils include Simon Schama) was an outstanding academic, an expert in the 
history of Georgian England. But he was also a man driven by deep personal 
prejudices, which he allowed to influence his academic judgment. 

Plumb actively sponsored his own reputation, and the careers of his proteges - 
no harm in that - but, according to Professor Black, he also “abused, damaged and 
harmed” the reputations and careers of others. To quote Black again: “There is no 
doubt that Plumb’s skilful, even ruthless use of patronage helped arouse the anger 
and maybe envy of others.” 

None of the obituaries had mentioned this dark side to his character. Instead, they 
simply eulogised him. I would add, incidentally, that none of them did proper justice 
to the impact on Plumb’s scholarly work of his antipathy to the giant of 18th-century 
English history, Sir Lewis Bernstein Namier, nor to his rivalry with Sir Geoffrey Elton, 
who held the Regius Chair at Cambridge that Plumb coveted but to which he was never 
appointed. Interestingly, unlike Namier and Elton, Plumb was not Jewish. 

Professor Black is a brave and courageous academic. Having from time to time 
been called upon to write the obituaries of Anglo-Jewish notables, I have almost 
invariably run into stiff opposition if I've tried to probe beneath the veneer of the 
deceased, deal with sensitive aspects, or suggest faults of character — or morals - 
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which in my view have impacted upon, and which may in part explain, their public or 
communal careers. 

These undercurrents heavily influence most of the obituaries that appear in the 
Anglo-Jewish press. None of the obituaries I have read of the late doyen of Manchester 
Jewry, Sir Sidney Hamburger, probed (or even mentioned) the extent to which Ham- 
burger’s public and Jewish communal careers had been influenced by his involvement 
in Freemasonry — a criticism which can also be levelled at the obituaries of another 
macher of Manchester Jewry, Michael Fidler. 

And let it not be thought that the “mainstream” Anglo-Jewish press is uppermost 
in my mind. It isn't. The strictly Orthodox press is notorious for printing obituaries 
that are frankly formulaic. That is to say, the same form of words, the same phrases, 
are used time and again. It’s almost as if a standard obituary “template” existed, into 
which the name of the deceased and a few other personal details are easily fitted as 
and when necessary. 

The most stinging criticism of this approach has come from within the Orthodox 
world itself. In a celebrated article (“Facing the Truths of History”) in the 1998-99 
edition of Torah U-Madda, published by Yeshiva University of New York, the renowned 
Rabbi Jacob Schacter, recalling the critical work of Rabbi Aharon Feldman, drew 
attention to the phenomenon of “gedolim books” - hagiographic lives of great per- 
sonalities in the history of Torah studies. 

These follow a formula: a male child prodigy is born; the child becomes a precocious 
adolescent; a pious, modest maiden is found to be his bride; and so he rises 
to “Torah greatness.” Rabbi Schacter also recalled an article by Rabbi Aharon Lich- 
tenstein, criticising the bland, formulaic hespedim — orations - made at the funerals 
of two of the greatest Torah scholars of the 20th century: Rabbis Aharon Kotler and 
Moshe Feinstein. These orations, declared Rabbi Lichtenstein, gave no hint that while 
Kotler was “almost a firebrand,” Feinstein’s personality reflected “a remarkable blend 
of boldness and meekness.” 

It would be impertinent of me to compare myself, as scholar or Jew, with Rabbi 
Schacter. Suffice to say I agree with his strictures and that, as an associate editor of 
the NDNB, in charge of modern Jewish entries, I have endeavoured to follow them. I 
have also made certain that the obituary of me that the JC will publish in due course 
is neither sanitised, nor formulaic — let alone eulogistic. Just to be on the safe side, 
I have written it myself. 
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Rabbit-like response to Resettlement 


9 December 2005 


Next secular year - 2006 — we British Jews will celebrate the 350th anniversary of the 
so-called Readmission — or Resettlement — of the Jews to this country. We can look 
forward to a year of speeches, lectures (I for my sins will be contributing to these), 
exhibitions and gala events attended by the good and the great, culminating in a ser- 
vice of thanksgiving and commemoration at the Spanish and Portuguese synagogue 
in Bevis Marks, the oldest synagogue in the UK. 

British Jews are frequently held up as the supreme example of the successful in- 
tegration of a religious and ethnic minority into the fabric of British society. On the 
one hand, we have somehow managed to retain — and indeed to intensify — our ethnic 
distinctiveness. On the other, we seem, nonetheless, to have integrated into every 
section of the general society of which we have formed a part, be they the manual 
working classes, the mercantile bourgeoisie, the learned professions or even the land- 
ed gentry. How have we managed to do this? 

When Oliver Cromwell’s Council of State agreed in 1656 to grant the petition of 
a handful of Marranos (Jews who had hid their Jewishness while living outwardly as 
Christians under Spanish rule), that they be permitted to establish a house of worship 
in the City of London, and buy land for a cemetery, the by-laws of the community 
they established reflected a preoccupation (some would say an obsession) with the 
behaviour of community members beyond the confines of the synagogue rather than 
within them. 

The elders of the Bevis Marks Synagogue thought it quite proper to concern them- 
selves with the conduct of their members within London society, and to call them to 
account if this conduct threatened to bring the kehillah into disrepute. Given the 
precarious existence of Jews in this country 350 years ago, it is easy to understand 
this obsession with image. The communal leadership expected all British Jews to keep 
a very low profile, and not to rock the boat. 

There was a communal debate, extending over 200 or so years, about whether 
or not it was in the communal interest that Jews, born and bred in this country, the 
wealthier of them paying taxes, should play any part in the government and politics of 
the land in which they lived. 

Lionel de Rothschild’s epic struggle to be permitted to take his parliamentary seat 
as a professing Jew (as one of the four MPs for the City of London) was not widely 
supported in Anglo-Jewish communal circles. The then president of the Jewish Dep- 
uties, Moses Montefiore, disapproved of Rothschild’s campaign and the then Chief 
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Rabbi, Nathan Adler, made it quite clear that he did not regard it as a communal 
priority. And, on the morrow of Rothschild’s victory, the Jewish Chronicle voiced a 
widely held fear that Jewish MPs might, by their public behaviour, bring disgrace to 
the entire community. 

When the Resettlement celebrations are held next year, I hope someone will 
remind the media (and I promise to do it if no one else does) that, when Tsarist per- 
secution drove pauper Jewish refugees to these shores a century ago, the communal 
leadership, with a few honourable exceptions, actually raised money to send them 
on to the USA as quickly as possible, or to send them back to the lands from which 
they had fled. 

Several thousand non-naturalised Russian Jews who declined to volunteer for 
service in the British Army during the First World War were, with the enthusiastic 
endorsement of the communal leadership, deported to Russia to fight for the 
Tsarist government that had persecuted them. Those (including the Haham of the 
Spanish and Portuguese Jews, Rabbi Dr Moses Gaster) who took it upon themselves 
to defend these unfortunates, and to prevent their deportation, were castigated as 
dangerous deviants. 

A generation later, the same charge was levelled at the minority - led by Chief 
Rabbi Hertz’s son-in-law, Rabbi Dr Solomon Schonfeld - who demanded high- 
profile efforts to rescue Jewish victims of Nazism and bring them either to Britain or 
to countries of the British Empire. From the Board of Deputies all that Schonfeld got 
for his efforts was a public rebuke (reported in the JC) from its president, Professor 
Selig Brodetsky. 

And when, next year, we celebrate our Resettlement in this country, I hope some- 
one will have the courage to point out how very unpopular Zionism was among British 
Jews until after the Holocaust. 

As I shall argue in a forthcoming academic paper, to the extent that Zionism was 
supported from within British Jewry, this was largely because it was seen as a means 
by which pauper Jews, whose image was deemed to fall short of that which the lead- 
ership wished to convey to British society, might be “exported” to a far-away land. 
Zionism was, in other words, seen as a powerful weapon to assist in the defence 
of this image. 

In summary, the price we seem to have paid, willingly, over the centuries, for our 
integration into British society is to have sacrificed the interests of our religious and 
ethnic brethren to our own supposed condition as a religious and ethnic minority in 
this country. If this is the “contract” we have entered into with the British state, I do 
not regard this as a cause for celebration at all. 
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Cable Street heroics are a myth 


13 October 2006 


In the early 1990s, I had the privilege of supervising a brilliant doctoral student, 
Thomas Linehan (now of Brunel University), who had taken upon himself the 
daunting task of recreating the membership lists of the East London and South-West 
Essex branches of the British Union of Fascists, and, from those lists, of discovering 
who the members of these branches were and why they joined the BUF. 

When the BUF was proscribed in 1940, and its leaders arrested, most of its 
membership records were deliberately destroyed. Historians who, in the 1960s and 
1970s, first started seriously examining the phenomenon of the BUF, had relied 
almost exclusively on what were, at best, intelligent guesses as to total BUF and indi- 
vidual branch membership. 

Dr Linehan swept all these generalisations aside. Through painstaking detective 
work, he was able to give us our first accurate insight into the periodic rise and fall 
of BUF membership, which was (as it turned out) tied very much to local politics and 
local circumstances. 

Linehan’s thesis was published in 1996 as “East London for Mosley.” On page 202 
of that book you will find an extraordinary analysis of the impact of the so-called 
“Battle” of Cable Street on BUF recruitment. The Battle of Cable Street took place on 
Sunday, October 4 1936. To celebrate the fourth anniversary of the establishment of 
the BUF its founder, the former Labour minister Oswald Mosley, announced that the 
massed ranks of the party would assemble for “inspection” at the Royal Mint and then 
march through east London for a rally at Victoria Park. 

The BUF was fully entitled to hold such an event under the then existing law. 
Nor would this have been the first time the BUF had marched through the East End; 
there had been previous marches without serious incident. But an alliance of left- 
wing groups, led by the Communist party, decided to pick a fight with the BUF in order 
to heighten awareness of the Fascist threat and to engineer a situation in which ~ as 
they hoped — the BUF would be banned, or its activities severely restricted. 

The Spanish Civil War had broken out three months previously and British Com- 
munists were going to show, at Cable Street, that they, too, could fight Fascism. Or, as 
one of them confessed at a seminar I chaired at London University in 1986 (at which 
Cable Street veterans from all sides were brought together for a civilised discussion), 
physically confronting the BUF was going to make us “feel good.” 

So, in order that a motley collection of left-wingers (many of them Jews) could 
“feel good,” the civil rights of the BUF were going to be swept aside. The police were 
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out in force to protect these rights. And the “battle” that took place was not (as it 
turned out) between the anti-Fascists and the BUF, but between the anti-Fascists and 
the police. That was what the Battle of Cable Street was really about. 

Mosley and his followers were indeed prevented from marching to Victoria Park. 
But they reaped a rich reward. It is owing to the research of Dr Linehan that we now 
have an authoritative account of the effect of Cable Street on BUF popularity. There 
was, concludes Dr Linehan, a “spectacular leap” in BUF recruitment in east London fol- 
lowing the events of Cable Street. The membership of the BUF rose steadily to a peak 
of around 40,000 in 1937. At the London County Council elections that year the BUF 
polled 14 per cent of the votes in Shoreditch, 19 per cent in Limehouse and a stunning 
23 per cent in Bethnal Green. 

Why did upright tradesmen and shopkeepers, and even professional people, support 
and join the BUF? Why was there so much hostility in the East End towards Jews? 

These questions obsessed the Board of Deputies. Ten days after Cable Street, the 
Board's president, Neville Laski, had a secret meeting with the Communist leader Harry 
Pollitt and the Labour MP Herbert Morrison. Both agreed that Jews carried much of 
the responsibility for the prejudice against them. This resulted from such behaviour 
as flouting the Sunday trading laws; the use of blackleg labour to undermine trade 
unions; and sharp practices by Jewish landlords and estate agents. The impact of 
Cable Street was to add to this list by enabling the BUF to brand Jews additionally as 
enemies of the freedoms of speech and of lawful assembly. 

Veterans of Cable Street, who claim to have stopped the Fascists there, are clearly 
proud of their achievement. But their unlawful activities don’t strike me as having 
been clever at all. 
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Maimonides was a racist 


20 April 2007 


Over the past month, whilst we Jews have been celebrating our transition from slavery 
in Egypt to self-determination in Israel, the rest of the country has been celebrating - 
perhaps commemorating is a better word — the more recent abolition of the British 
transatlantic slave trade. Descendants of the abolitionist William Wilberforce have 
been paraded on the media to extol the virtues of their illustrious forbear. Members 
of the British government have toured Africa to apologise for Britain’s role in the 
shipping of slaves from that continent to the Americas. The Archbishop of Canterbury 
has gone so far as to suggest that the Church of England should acknowledge that as 
an institution it had “done terrible things” - meaning the part played by its subsid- 
iary, the Society for the Propagation of the Faith in Foreign Parts, in owning slaves in 
Barbados — and that the Church should “work at” the question of reparations. 

Is there anything that we Jews could or should do as part of these commemorations? 

I think there is. 

I do not mean that we should support or associate ourselves with the apologies 
that politicians and church leaders have been falling over themselves to issue. No-one 
alive today — Gentile or Jew — had any part in the promotion of the slave trade. It is 
true that some Jewish merchants owned slaves. But we should not be surprised that 
this was so. The wonder is that more Jews weren't slavers, given the pivotal role played 
by Jews in world commerce in the 17th and 18th centuries. Jews might have played 
a greater part in the slave trade had they been permitted unfettered entry into the 
chartered companies to which the right to transport slaves was granted. Ironically, 
anti-Jewish prejudice, for once, seems actually to have done some good. 

As for the apologies that have been gushing forth, if I were of Afro-Caribbean descent I 
would treat them with contempt. Whenever I go to Germany I am invariably approached 
by young Germans who offer me their “apologies” for the Holocaust. I tell them such 
acts of contrition are quite misplaced. I cannot blame them for what happened, and 
they certainly have no mandate to apologise on behalf of the perpetrators. 

Reparations are a different matter. A particular feature of the present commemorations 
are the calls for “reparations” to be paid to the descendants of those sold or taken 
into slavery. And a feature of the present commemorations that is even more peculiar 
is the insistence that only white Europeans need pay them. What about the role of 
African traders in the enslavement of their brethren? What about the role of Islamic 
middlemen in the buying and selling - the wholesaling and the retailing - of these 
human cargoes? Afro-Caribbeans with whom I've discussed these matters are clearly 
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ill-at-ease, unwilling to admit that reparations must be more than a debt owed ex- 
clusively by whites to blacks — which is the dangerously simplistic way many Africans 
and of African descent would like the tale to be told. Moreover, it is a fact - unpalatable 
no doubt — that many if not most descendants of slaves enjoy today a standard of life 
much greater than it would have been had they remained in Africa. This is a shocking 
thing to say, but it’s true. Would Dr Condoleezza Rice now be Secretary of State in the 
USA if her ancestors had not been white men’s property? 

Black Britons descended from slaves are no more owed reparations than I am sim- 
ply because my ancestors perished in Treblinka. Aid to Africa is a different matter. But 
it should not be seen as “reparations”. If crimes were committed, their perpetration 
took place 200 and more years ago. Those to whom genuine reparations might be paid 
with some honesty are long since dead. 

But the stamping out of irrational racial prejudice is something quite different. 
And here I think we Jews can do something that no one else can do. 

One of the most widely acclaimed rabbinic expositors of all time is the 12" century 
scholar and physician Moses Maimonides. His Thirteen Principles of Faith constitute 
some of the basic building blocks of modern Judaism. But his Guide for the Perplexed - 
an attempt to reconcile Aristotelian and Jewish theology - contains a grotesque ste- 
reotype of black Africans, whom he described as belonging to those “not to be classed 
as human beings, but among the beings below the humans and above the apes”. 

Of course Maimonides was reflecting the society in which he lived. But, in this 
year commemorating the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade, it would be no bad 
thing if our own rabbinical leaders were to condemn these words of Moses Maimonides 
- as I do - for their inherent, undisquised racism. 
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X ÍI 


NAZISM 


he modern Jewish world lives in the shadow of the Nazi Holocaust, and is, in regret- 
j} table (though understandable) respects, obsessed by it. Although I have been 
obliged to address aspects of Nazism in my JC column, I have tried, deliberately, to 
eschew the history of victimhood, and to shine my intellectual torch, instead, on some 
hidden corners of an otherwise familiar story. 

On 20 December 2002 I examined Jewish culpability for the rise of Nazism, 
basing myself on the proven historical record of Weimar Jewry, whose ultra-patriotism 
blinded it to the monster that was already in its midst — this was a sin of omission - 
and on the equally proven historical record of German-Jewish support for aspects of 
Nazi ideology - a sin of commission. 

Equally deplorable have been recent German attempts to rewrite the history of 
this period so as to present ‘ordinary’ Germans as — equally — the victims of Nazism. 
In my column of 6 May 2005 I drew attention to some signs and portents of this 
state-inspired historical revisionism, the intent and impact of which is to exonerate 
‘ordinary’ Germans from any responsibility for the phenomenon of Nazism. And on 27 
May 2005 I examined the record of the Catholic Church in aiding and abetting the rise 
of the Nazi state and in legitimating its existence and its growth. 

Finally in this section I reproduce a column (24 November 2006) dealing with 
the seizure of works of art owned by Jewish victims of Nazism, and with the apparent 
determination of the present-day German government to prevent the return of these 
works to their rightful owners. 
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Salutary German (and history) lessons 


20 December 2002 


The German Ambassador, Thomas Matussek, was quite right, as reported in last week’s 
JC, to complain about the continuing phenomenon of anti-German prejudice in Brit- 
ain. He was also correct in emphasising the importance of British youngsters’ learning 
something about the success story of post-war German democracy. 

But he ought not to have been surprised that the Nazi period is one of the three 
most popular periods of history chosen by A-level students in this country. Adolf Hit- 
ler, along with the entire apparatus of the Nazi state, arouses as much, if not more, 
fascination now than he and it did 60 or 70 years ago. I have my doubts as to whether 
all this is healthy curiosity or, perchance, something a little more sinister but, be 
that as it may, there is no doubt that the story of Nazism and the Nazi Holocaust of 
the Jews is an ultimate object lesson in the fragility of democratic structures and 
constitutional government. 

The lesson is not that the Germans of the early 20" century were an especially 
brutal people. They weren't. Josef Stalin and Stalinist Communism killed many more 
civilians than ever Hitlerite Nazism did. Indeed, it is, arguable — as Chief Rabbi Hertz 
argued in 1939 (though he must surely have later regretted his words) - that So- 
viet Communism did as, much, if not more, damage to Judaism than did Nazism in its 
“peacetime” phase. “As to the million-and-a-half Polish Jews who became subjects of 
the Soviets,” Hertz wrote, “their fate is a cremation of the soul” 

Some scholars have even suggested that the headlong assimilation of German 
Jewry in the 19* and early 20 centuries did more damage to Jewish survival in 
Germany than did the Hitlerite state; that, left to its own devices, German Jewry would 
have largely disappeared by the late 20" century; and that Nazi persecution, by forcing 
German and Austrian Jews to flee abroad, may perversely have saved Jews who would 
otherwise have been lost to Judaism and to any Jewish ethnic identity. 

More sobering still are two aspects of the Jewish condition in Nazi Germany that 
are rarely if ever taught as part of any A-Level syllabus — though they should be, 
especially in Jewish schools. And I write as a former A-Level chief history examiner. 

The first relates to the stiff-necked super-patriotism of the German Jews, so over- 
powering that it blinded them to what Nazism actually meant. Walking around the 
Jewish cemetery in Wroclaw in Poland (formerly the German city of Breslau) some 
years ago, I was struck by the supreme confidence that the prosperous Jews of that 
prosperous city must have felt as they erected ostentatious mausoleums to their 
loved-ones. And I reflected on how truly insubstantial were the foundations on which 
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that confidence and ostentation actually rested. 

The second (and I realise I’m treading on eggshells here) was the warm welcome 
extended to the advent of a Nazi government in some pretty influential Jewish 
quarters in Germany in 1933. The great German ultra-Orthodox scholar Rabbi Yechiel 
Weinberg gave interviews to the Jewish press in Czechoslovakia and Austria in which 
he denied that Jews had anything to fear from the Nazis. What appeared to have 
impressed Weinberg was not Mein Kampf (which he does not seem to have read) but 
rather Hitler's anti-Communist credentials. That same year, his colleague, Rabbi Elie 
Munk, declared his sympathy for Nazism because of its stand it was taking against im- 
morality, women’s emancipation and “the democratic principle.” 

My source for these statements is the authoritative and penetrating biography 
of Weinberg written by Marc Shapiro and published in 1999. Professor Shapiro also 
reminds us of the existence of the Verband Nationaldeutscher Juden — the League of 
National-German Jews — a sort of Jewish Nazi supporters’ club which did its best to 
play down stories of anti-Jewish atrocities in Nazi Germany in the early 1938. 

Space permits me to do no more than make passing reference to the energies 
devoted by Agudas Yisroel to frustrating moves for a worldwide economic boycott of 
Nazi Germany. Dare I mention the hand of co-operation extended by the Zionists to 
the Nazis in getting Jews and their wealth out of Germany and into Palestine? And 
before anyone gets hot under the collar, let me say that had I been an active Zionist 
around at that time I might well have done the same. 

Nothing that I have said can excuse Germany, or extend forgiveness — which, in 
any case, is not mine to bestow. But the Germany which can be neither excused nor 
forgiven is a Germany of the past, not the present. The generation of Germans (and 
Poles or Russians or Latvians) that carried out the Holocaust is fast dying. A secure 
future cannot be built on the bitterness of the past. And that is why I find present-day 
negative stereotyping of Germans, especially in the media, so abhorrent. 

The incident which prompted Ambassador Matussek to speak out was a spite- 
ful unprovoked attack carried out last October by a gang of thugs on two German 
lads who were staying with families in south London as part of an educational “ex- 
change.” As a British Jew I should like to extend my apologies to these two German 
teenagers, and to Ambassador Matussek. I hope a great many of my co-religionists 
will do likewise. 
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How inconvenient the truth can be 


6 May 2005 


On Sunday, the world will commemorate the overthrow of the Third Reich. But in 
Germany the commemorations have already taken a sinister turn. 

In March, the office of the Hamburg public prosecutor ruled that the bombing of 
Dresden by the Royal Air Force in 1945 can legally be described as a “holocaust.” 

This astonishing ruling followed the refusal of the public prosecutor to bring 
charges against a right-wing member of the regional parliament of Saxony, who had 
compared the bombing to “the extermination of the Jews.” 

Whatever the legal justification, the ruling marks a new twist in the disturbing 
story of the efforts currently under way to rewrite German history. 

At the end of the Second World War, as the Red Army overran Poland, Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia, the indigenous populations of these lands took an understandable 
but nonetheless brutal reprisal against the ethnic Germans living in their midst. 

These Germans had permitted themselves to be used by the Nazis as a fifth column. 
It was, for example, the supposed repression of the Sudeten Germans in Czechoslova- 
kia that enabled Hitler to claim that, in dismembering the Czechoslovak state, he was 
merely liberating oppressed Germans. 

In Poland and Hungary, the ethnic Germans willingly acted as Nazi puppets. 

As the Nazi Empire crumbled, the Czechs, the Poles and the Hungarians exacted 
a terrible revenge. In all, some 12 million Germans were simply thrown out of their 
homes, herded into cattle trucks (readers who are camp survivors will not need me to 
stress the irony of this) and expelled to what was left of the German state. Some ter- 
rible atrocities were committed against them. 

The fate of these expellees was the theme of a controversial speech delivered in 
Berlin two years ago by the German President, Johannes Rau. And it has formed an 
element in discussions between Poland and Germany regarding plans for a “Centre for 
the Expelled” which many Germans want to build in Berlin. The Poles are opposed to 
this. And for one very good reason. 

No one doubts that Germans were “ethnically cleansed” from Eastern Europe at 
the end of the war. Whether — and, if so, to what extent — they or their descendants 
are entitled to compensation is a matter for the courts to decide. But the present 
agitation that the plight of the expellees has aroused in Germany has a very mal- 
odorous aspect to it. For it is part of a wider movement to recast the German people 
as victims of Nazism. 

Over the past couple of decades, a new generation of German writers has deliber- 
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ately concentrated on episodes that portray Germans as having been victims rather 
than aggressors. To begin with, the outpourings of these writers concentrated on 
specific incidents. They have, for instance, pointed to the bombing of Hamburg and 
Dresden as evidence of Allied “barbarism.” 

In 2002, Nobel Prize-winner Gunter Grass published a best-selling volume deal- 
ing with the sinking by a Russian submarine, in January 1945, of a German liner with 
around 9,000 German refugees on board. 

In 2003, the German historian Joerg Friedrich published Places of Fire, a book of 
photographs of the corpses of civilians who died as a result of the Allied bombing of 
German cities. 

But the speech which President Rau delivered in 2003 to the annual meeting of 
the Expellees Association opened up a new, extremely ill-judged line of attack on 
the notion that the German people have anyone but themselves to blame for the rise 
and short-lived triumph of Hitlerism. What President Rau did was first to describe in 
graphic detail the sufferings of the expellees. Germans, he said, had remained silent 
for far too long about these sufferings. And whose fault was it that they had suffered? 
President Rau explained to his audience that it was Britain's. 

That’s right. It was Britain’s fault. If Britain had not appeased Hitler at Munich in 
September 1938, agreeing to the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, Hitler would not 
have overrun the Czechoslovak state. If Britain, along with the USA and Soviet Russia, 
had not agreed in 1945 (at the Yalta and Potsdam Allied Conferences) to hand over 
large tracts of “German” territory to Poland and Czechoslovakia, the ethnic cleansing 
of Germans from Eastern Europe would never have occurred. 

You can see where this is leading, can’t you? Your average German of the 1930s 
and 1940s was as much a victim of Nazism as your average Jew. It was the British who 
encouraged the Nazi state. If Britain had stood up to Hitler, instead of appeasing him, 
the Second World War might never have happened and the Holocaust — along with the 
cleansing of ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe — might never have occurred. 

Appeasement was indeed a catastrophic miscalculation. Neville Chamberlain had 
been a brilliant social reformer. He was a disastrous diplomat. But Chamberlain nev- 
er put Hitler into power. Adolf Hitler wasn’t a British stooge. Hitler came to power 
through the ballot box, through the votes of Germans in Germany. 

Whatever else it was, the Nazi state was not a military dictatorship. It was, in 
fact, in an admittedly imperfect and fractured way, a democracy of sorts. And the 
Nuremberg Laws, which were the first stage on the road to Auschwitz, were immensely 
popular with your average German of the period. 


Who, in Germany, is brave enough to remind the Germans of these basic truths? 


254 


One more step the Pope should take 


27 May 2005 


On Thursday May 19, the newly elected head of the Roman Catholic Church, Pope Bene- 
dict XVI, sat down in the Vatican to watch a documentary about his charismatic pre- 
decessor, the late Pope John Paul II. The film naturally covered John Paul's life in 
his native Poland, and neither ignored nor minimised the barbaric backcloth against 
which the young Polish priest had survived the Nazi occupation of his country. 

After the showing of the film, the Pope gave an address. He didn’t mince his words. 
He condemned in its totality “the genocide of the Jews.” He referred to Nazism as 
“the abyss of wickedness” and he likened the Holocaust to “inhuman barbarism.” You 
can’t get more categorical than that. Or can you? 

Pope Benedict XVI was formerly Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. He was, by all accounts, 
Pope John Paul I's closest friend and ally in the Vatican, where he held the positions 
of Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, President of the Pontifical 
Biblical Commission and of the International Theological Commission and Dean of the 
College of Cardinals. These positions were no mere sinecures. The German-born priest 
Joseph Ratzinger, promoted Cardinal by his patron, John Paul, became and was the 
chief interpreter, guardian and expositor of the doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church. 

From 1977, when he won the coveted cardinal’s hat — his rise within the Vatican 
due no doubt to the fact that he and his patron thought alike on so many issues — not 
a single Vatican initiative of any significance was undertaken without his (as well as 
the Pope’s) imprimatur. 

That these two men, one Polish, the other German, could think alike on so many 
matters is remarkable. Their friendship epitomised their joint determination to insert 
the Roman Catholic Church into the process of Polish-German reconciliation. Rightly 
so, for few world leaders could have been better placed to fulfil this mission, so impor- 
tant for European stability in the 21* century. 

In the Jewish world, the news that Joseph Ratzinger was to succeed his friend 
Karol Wojtyla on to the papal throne was received with a certain apprehension. Born 
in Bavaria in 1927, Ratzinger was a member of the Hitler Youth, a fact on which the 
Vatican website is understandably silent, preferring instead to remark that towards the 
end of the Second World War he “was enrolled in the auxiliary anti-aircraft service.” 

I do understand that membership of the Hitler Youth was more or less compulsory, 
and I’m aware that Ratzinger left the movement after a few months. But I do think it 
fair to ask why he did not simply refuse to join, if he and (we are told) his family were 
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Karol Wojtyla actively opposed Nazism and shielded Jews from their Nazi oppressors. 
Joseph Ratzinger (unlike other German Christians and clerics) did nothing of the sort. 

We need to recall at this point the disgraceful part played - officially - by the 
Roman Catholic Church in the triumph of Nazism in Germany. We need to recall that 
that Church urged German Catholics to vote for Nazi candidates in the 1932 Reichstag 
elections, from which the Nazis emerged as the largest single party. We need to recall 
that, following those elections, the Vatican signed with the Nazis a concordat (July 
20, 1933), by which the Roman Catholic Church pledged its full support for the newly 
installed Nazi government of Germany and its Chancellor, Adolf Hitler. 

We need to recall that, on the orders of Pope Pius XII, the Catholic Church in 
Germany officially celebrated Hitler's birthday. We need to recall that Catholic bishops 
and cardinals frequently appeared at Nazi rallies and proudly gave the Nazi salute 
both at these rallies and at those sponsored by their own Church. 

We need to recall — in other words — that the triumph of Nazism in Germany owed 
something to its alliance with the Roman Catholic Church, and that this alliance had 
the full blessing of the then Supreme Pontiff. 

What has this to do with Joseph Ratzinger and the murder of six million Jews? 
When, as head of the Vatican Theological Commission, Ratzinger was asked to re- 
examine the culpability of the Roman Catholic Church for the deaths of these Jews, 
his response (which had also been the response of John Paul II) was that, while the 
Holocaust was a terrible crime in which individual Catholics were palpably implicated, 
it was not a crime that could be laid at the door of the Church. 

Individual Catholics, he argued, should certainly bear their share of the blame 
- but not the Church as an institution. And the reason for this was that by virtue of 
the doctrine of papal infallibility, whatever Pius XII did - or did not do — was, by 
definition, error-free. 

I forgive Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, his membership of the Hitler 
Youth. I forgive his short-lived war service. But what I cannot forgive is his refusal to 
acknowledge the responsibility of the Church he now leads for the murder of my co- 
religionists. Until he makes this acknowledgment, his condemnation of the Holocaust 
will continue to strike me as insincere. 
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Grubby fingerprints on old paintings 


24 November 2006 


Many years ago, as a member of the governing board of London University’s Royal Hol- 
loway College, I became embroiled - as an antagonist — in the eventually successful 
attempt by a majority of my fellow governors to sell paintings by J. M. W. Turner, John 
Constable and Thomas Gainsborough. 

During the course of this much-publicised controversy, I came to know a little of 
the world of art, of valuing paintings and of selling and buying them. I had thought 
that this world was peopled by refined, honourable individuals. How stupid and mis- 
guided I was. The world of art is, as I discovered, peopled for the most part by rogues, 
charlatans and ne’er-do-wells, very few of whom are interested in art for art's sake but 
all of whom are out to make a fast buck by fair means or foul. 

I recalled this episode —- and even managed to smile — as I read of the ex- 
traordinarily good fortune of Comrade Anita Halpin, chairman (or more likely just 
“chair”) of the Communist Party of Britain, the rump of the now defunct Communist 
Party of Great Britain. 

The CPB is a hard-line Stalinist body, and the 62-year-old Comrade Halpin is a 
hard-line Stalinist who supported the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Now 
she has become a multi-millionairess. Her German-Jewish grandparents were (so her 
lawyers proved) required to hand over to the Nazis, in forced sales and for a fraction 
of their real value, valuable paintings of the school known as German expressionism, 
which was apparently all the rage in the 1920s and 1930s. 

One of these, entitled “Berlin Street Scene,” by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, has for many 
years been on display in the Brucke Museum in Berlin. Comrade Halpin’s lawyers were 
able to reclaim it for her. And earlier this month, in a frenzied sale in the Manhattan 
auction rooms of Messrs Christies, Comrade Halpin sold the painting for no less than 
£20.5 million. 

Now her lawyers are threatening to reclaim other works looted from her grand- 
parents by the Nazis. Should they succeed, Comrade Halpin is likely to enter the 
Guinness Book of Records as the richest Stalinist that ever lived. 

In the world of art appreciation, one almighty row has broken out. Immediately 
after the auction, German Chancellor Angela Merkel called a crisis meeting of mu- 
seum directors and culture experts to discuss an overhaul of Germany's restitution 
law. Fearful that much of Germany's artistic heritage, now on public display, will be 
“lost” if it is returned to its rightful owners, German art connoisseurs are demanding a 
reform of the law so that paintings so returned nonetheless stay in Germany. 
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I have not one shred of sympathy with this view. To begin with, let’s understand 
that the underlying concern of the art world is not with the preservation of anyone’s 
cultural heritage, but stems from jealousy and greed - as it did when I and others 
tried to prevent the sale of three paintings (the Turner, the Gainsborough and the 
Constable) contrary to the wishes of the benefactor who had left them to Royal 
Holloway College. 

In that case, a nest of grubby individuals licked their lips at the thought of the per- 
centages they would earn should the college be persuaded to part with its inheritance. 
And in the case of the Kirchner one section of the art world is venting its jealousy at 
another, which stands to gain if more paintings are “restituted.” It’s a simple case of 
dog wanting to eat dog. 

But there is another side to this story. The Kirchner was bought by Ronald Lauder, 
a great Jewish philanthropist and committed Zionist. It will hang in his Neue Galerie, 
on New York’s Fifth Avenue. Mr Lauder - an architect of the restitution law in Austria 
(where he was ambassador in the 1980s) - has mounted a spirited defence of his 
latest purchase. 

The owners and heirs of property looted by the Nazis have every right to reclaim what 
is theirs. What they then do with it is primarily a matter for them and them alone. 

In all the hullabaloo surrounding the sale of the Kirchner, we have not heard much 
about the artist himself. A German patriot of great sensitivity, who had been invalided 
out of the Kaiser's army in which he had volunteered to serve, Kirchner became in- 
creasingly depressed at the rise of Nazism and by the Nazi attack on modern art. 

In 1937, his work was included in an infamous exhibition of “degenerate” art. 
Some 600 of his works were forcibly removed from German museums and were de- 
stroyed or sold. On June 15 1938, aged 58, he committed suicide. 

Germany as a nation has absolutely no claim to “Berlin Street Scene” or to any 
other by the persecuted artist who created it. 
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XIII 


SEX 


ritish Jews are uncomfortable with sex. They practise it, of course. The Torah 
B alludes to it repeatedly, and in passages from that Torah read out aloud in syna- 
gogues throughout the year sexual practices, normal and deviant, are described in 
no-nonsense terminology. Important sections of the Talmud also deal with sex in all 
its various guises. But British Jews don’t like talking about it. 

This reticence has had some unfortunate consequences. There is, on the one hand, 
a tendency to condemn sexual practices against which there is actually no religious 
prohibition — such as consorting with prostitutes (column of 21 July 2006). There 
is, on the other, a failure to even acknowledge instances of sexual and marital abuse 
(column of 7 February 2003). Amongst the ultra-orthodox (column of 25 March 2002) 
there is a more or less complete refusal to undertake programmes of sex education for 
youngsters. But even amongst the not-so-ultra orthodox there is resistance to giving 
instruction on the dangers of contracting HIV and Aids, as if, somehow, these scourges 
have to do only with the non-Jewish world, and do not affect the Jewish. 

But about no aspects of sexual activity is there more reticence than in respect of 
homosexuality and lesbianism. This is, again, surprising not least because (a) there 
are plenty of instances of such relationships amongst Jews worldwide and (b) there 
are, in any case, specific references to these practices in the holy books of the Jews, 
which are very explicit in condemning the practices, not the same-sex attractions that 
lead to them. Put another way, orthodox Judaism condemns homosexual acts, not the 
state of being a homosexual. 

In my column of 13 June 2003 I addressed the phenomenon of ‘gay marriage’ - 
which seems to me a blatant contradiction in terms, and a cheap attempt to normalise 
gay relationships by endowing them with terminology used hitherto only of ‘straight’ 
relationships. On 2 February 2007 I returned to this theme - the attempt by various 
gay lobbies to compel me to acknowledge the legitimacy — the alternative normalcy - 
of gay relationships when I addressed the demands of gay couples to be permitted to 
adopt children into their ‘families.’ 

But I find the marginatisation of gays equally deplorable. On 26 October 2007 I 
defended the decision of the UK Zionist Federation to organise a lecture tour by an Is- 
raeli lawyer, Mr Nathan Shaked, a gay activist, who had agreed to address young adult 
audiences (Jewish and non-Jewish) about being gay and Jewish in the Jewish state. 
This seemed to me a perfectly legitimate aspiration, and I said so. 
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No sex education, please — we're frum 


15 March 2002 


The chair of the Jewish Aids Trust, Andrea Kelmanson, has criticised the level of Aids- 
and HIV-education “in most Orthodox schools”. Some schools, won't even allow the 
Trust to speak to their sixth-formers. The bulk of the Trust’s work, it seems, is with the 
Progressive movement. 

I can't say I’m surprised, except that Mrs Kelmanson should herself be surprised at 
this state of affairs. The level of sex education at most Orthodox schools is not low. 
It's non-existent. This is not because these schools assume that their pupils aren't 
engaged in sexual activities. It’s because those who run these schools feel that the 
subject should not be discussed in school at all. And if it is discussed - anywhere — 
the discussion should be in a deeply and exclusively Talmudic context. 

As a religious Jew I have some sympathy with this approach, but only up to a 
point. In my experience many orthodox couples who marry - and I’m thinking espe- 
cially of the ultra-orthodox - know dangerously little about their own reproductive 
organs and less still about birth control or sexually transmitted diseases. It’s not that 
sex is a taboo subject. Given the racier passages in the Tanach (wherein more or less 
all types of sexual activities and perversions are described), knowledge of sex can 
hardly be “off-limits” to orthodox Jews. What is, or, rather, what has become “off- 
limits” is talking about sex, and especially talking about sex with one’s children, or 
the children in one’s care. 

It was not always thus. The famous Rabbi Moses Schreiber, the Chatam Sofer, who 
taught and flourished in Pressburg [Bratislava] in the early 19" century, constructed 
wooden models of the male and female genitalia in order to instruct his yeshiva stu- 
dents (all male, of course) in the mysteries of pro-creation. My late father-in-law, who 
attended the famous Etz Chaim yeshiva in London’s East End before World War II, used 
to relate how students at this renowned Talmudic academy began their studies by 
learning the tractate Gittin [Divorces] of the Babylonian Talmud. And it was his view 
that this was done in order to interest the boys in the opposite sex, to neutralise them 
against any homosexual urges they might have harboured, and to teach them — as he 
put it - “what's what.” 

Unfortunately, however, contemporary orthodoxy has permitted itself to be in- 
fected with a holier-than-thou mentality, according to which the sexual problems 
which beset the world of ordinary mortals simply do not - and cannot - exist within 
the spiritual ghettos which have been erected to replace the physical ones. In the 
wake of the Holocaust the obsession with procreation (which, God forbid, I am in no 
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way descrying) has been permitted to undermine the very sound and sensible argu- 
ments which formerly underpinned sex education. 

Thus, it is argued, girls must not be given sex education lest this knowledge should 
lead them to inquire about birth control. I am reliably informed that in some ultra-or- 
thodox schools even the question papers set by national examining bodies (especially 
in biology) are censored so that this ban is not infringed. Homosexual behaviour is 
deemed not to exist. Men suspected of being gay are irresponsibly ‘married off’ in 
the hope that their ‘unnatural’ urges will subside when confronted with a naked or 
near-naked female in the privacy of the bedroom. Aids and HIV cannot exist within 
these communities, since (it is argued) the conditions necessary for the spreading of 
Aids and HIV can never be present in such God fearing circles. So what is the point of 
Aids- and HIV-education? 

If these assertions were true, I would be bound to agree with the conclusions. Alas, 
they are not true. Systematically collected data is hard to come by. But anecdotal evi- 
dence — including some highly publicised scandals - suggests that on both sides of 
the Atlantic there is a significant level of sexual abuse of children within orthodox 
communities. An acquaintance of mine living in Boro Park, the ultra-orthodox area 
of New York, a rabbi who is also a qualified clinical psychologist, tells me that a large 
proportion of his casework relates to sexual problems within Charedi families. Many of 
the causes of the growing incidence of divorce amongst orthodox couples are due, at 
least in part, to sexual problems. 

Incidentally, the ultra orthodox delude themselves if they really believe that by 
banning sex education in schools they can prevent girls gaining knowledge of their 
reproductive processes. Many years ago I was involved in a consultative capacity 
in a Board of Deputies’ survey of Jews in Hackney. Puzzled by an apparent fall in 
the birth rate amongst Chassidic families, we discovered from talking to retail phar- 
macists that while the Chassidic men were in yeshiva, their wives were out buying 
contraceptives and equipping themselves with diaphragms and spermicidal jellies. 
The incidence of recourse to prostitutes by Charedi men is, alas, too well documented 
to brook any denial. 

But no amount of pressure by Mrs. Kelmanson — or me — will prevail upon those 
who run Orthodox schools to change their minds about Aids- and HIV-education. This 
change will only come about if and when there is a change of heart on the part of the 
rabbonim who are real controllers of the curricula in these schools. And since most of 
these ecclesiastical worthies are themselves woefully ignorant on such matters, the 
outlook for progress in this vital area of Jewish education seems bleak indeed. 
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Victims of the violent victims of stress 


7 February 2003 


A long time ago, when Marion and I were raising a young family, and when most of my 
university salary went straight to our mortgage provider, we searched desperately for 
ways of supplementing our household income. I became (and remained for around a 
decade) an A-Level examiner — a distressing experience from which, in time, I hope to 
make a complete recovery. Marion became a registered child-minder. She was, indeed, 
at that time, the only kosher registered childminder in the London Borough of Barnet. 

So it was that we first encountered the problem of domestic violence within a 
Jewish household. Marion answered an advertisement placed by — well, let’s just say 
an English local authority with a large Jewish population. This local authority's social 
services department was looking for an orthodox home in which to place, temporar- 
ily, a baby boy, aged around 15 months, who (presumably on a court order) had been 
removed from his parents’ control. As things turned out Marion was not able to look 
after the boy. But as a result of the advertisement I became much more aware of the 
phenomenon of abuse within the Jewish home. 

Perhaps, as some experts maintain, this has always gone on. Be that as it may, 
this month the BBC is mounting a national campaign — “Hitting Home” - designed to 
focus attention on domestic violence. Jewish Women’s Action (JWA) is taking advan- 
tage of this opportunity to highlight domestic violence within the Jewish home. To 
the best of my knowledge statistics on domestic violence within the Jewish communi- 
ties in Britain are not systematically collected. However, I am inclined to agree with 
Mildred Levinson, chair of the JWA’s Board of Trustees, that the UK national statistics 
are probably broadly reflective of the Anglo-Jewish position. There’s certainly no 
reason to suppose otherwise. 

Like sexual deviation and sexual orientation, domestic violence is a subject that 
most British Jews do not care to talk about, certainly in public. That is one reason why 
the problem has festered. But if the problem did not exist, JWA would not need to exist 
either. Nor would it need to provide what is currently the only specialist service in the 
UK (aside from that provided under the umbrella of Agudas Yisroel) for Jewish women 
and children who experience domestic violence. Quite apart from an advice centre, a 
help-line and a counselling service, JWA currently runs the only Jewish ‘refuge’ in Eu- 
rope, where up to eight women and twelve children can be accommodated whilst they 
sort out their lives. These women come from all walks of life, all social classes, and all 
shades of religious observance and non-observance. 

Fully one quarter of all recorded crime in the UK is linked to domestic violence. 
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Research suggests that domestic violence encompasses physical, emotional and sex- 
ual abuse, but also what is termed ‘financial’ abuse, by which is meant the exaction 
of a financial ‘penalty’ by the abuser, such as malicious deprivation of house-keeping 
money. So let's be clear that what we are talking about is a form of housebound ter- 
rorism. It can start with bullying and foul language. It can end with actual bodily 
harm and marital rape. But quite apart from and in a sense much more serious than 
the physical effects is the psychological damage - the loss of self-respect and self- 
esteem — which can take much longer to heal. 

But whilst JWA does its underfunded best to deal with the effects of domestic 
violence, I cannot help feeling that more research is needed into its causes. Most 
domestic abuse is carried out by men against their spouses and offspring. And what is 
at first sight surprising is that most abusers are not drunks or drifters. Many are in fact 
successful professionals — or least that is how they appear to the outside world. 

Whether or not married life is more stressful now than it was in former times I do 
not know. What is undeniable is that, overall, British Jews have been very successful 
in entering the professions and in moving up the social ladder. Affluence brings with 
it two insidious pressures. The first might be termed ‘keeping up appearances” — or, if 
you prefer, keeping up with the Cohens. The second is the spirit of competition, which 
is a valuable servant of success but can be a tyrannical master. 

Both these pressures lead inexorably to stress. There is not a husband in the world 
- and certainly not a Jewish husband - who does not bring home with him the stress- 
es of the workplace. And that, in my admittedly inexpert opinion, is a common origin 
of domestic violence. 

I have in mind two very sad instances of this. In the first, an orthodox Jewish 
lawyer took to gambling in order to provide his wife with the material possession 
which she (and, I might add, his in-laws on her behalf) felt entitled to. And when the 
stress proved too much, he took to wife battering. In the second, an accountant stole 
from his clients (and his business partner) to feed a lifestyle forced upon him by 
peer pressure. His wife and children knew nothing of this, until his uncharacteristic 
outbursts of temper, leading to violence against them all and very deviant sexual 
behaviour, brought matters to a head. 

I wish JWA well in its endeavours. I also hope that the male side of the problem 
does not go unnoticed. 
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Even with many sinners, a sin is still a sin 


13 June 2003 


Gays are in the news. A recent biography of the Archbishop of Canterbury reveals that, 
although Dr Williams had assured colleagues that he would abide by the decision of 
the 1998 Lambeth Conference reaffirming the Church of England's traditional view of 
the matter, in private he still favours the acceptance of “faithful gay partnerships.” 

The C of E is deeply split on this issue. Within a few days of the appearance of the 
biography, news emerged that, in the city of Vancouver, the first Anglican “gay 
wedding” had been held. 

Sanctioned by the liberal bishop of the local diocese, in defiance of the Lambeth 
ruling, what in fact took place was nothing less than a “rite of celebration of gay and 
lesbian covenants.” 

Witnesses reported that the service was indistinguishable from a normal marriage 
celebrated under Anglican auspices. One of the gays involved told reporters that he 
and his partner had been waiting for this moment for “a long time - in our case, 
through 21 years of being together.” So it seems that what in fact took place was the 
sanctification of a relationship in which the partners were already living together 
“out of wedlock” (so to speak.) And this, too, is — I assume — pretty normal within the 
C of E these days. 

Look, in one sense, this is none of my damned business. It’s a different religion, 
practised by different people in a different place. But what does concern me, and 
what is of relevance to Jews in general, and British Jews in particular, is the evident 
determination by homosexuals to persuade us all that their approach to sexuality 
represents nothing more than an alternative “norm.” 

The “homo” part of the word “homosexual” comes from the Greek word meaning 
“same” — not (be it noted) from the Latin word meaning “man,” which is why it should 
be pronounced to rhyme with the word “bomb,” not with the word “home.” 

“Homosexual” is a blanket term covering sexual activities involving same-sex 
partners. Jewish Orthodoxy prohibits male homosexual activity rather than the state 
of being a male homosexual. What Orthodoxy demands of Jewish gays is that they 
exercise self-control. 

The reason for this lies partly in the express prohibition against a man’s wilfully 
destroying his semen. Masturbation is therefore forbidden. The fact that many Ortho- 
dox Jewish men may masturbate in no way detracts from the sinfulness of the act. 

And the fact that a proportion of Jewish men may derive pleasure from sexual activity 
with other men in no way lessens the gravity of such an act from a halachic perspective. 
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Now there happen to be many things that apparently give pleasure but which 
Orthodoxy prohibits: eating live oysters, for example, adorning one’s body with tattoos, 
consulting astrologers. 

In refraining from these activities, I exercise self-control. But I am privileged to 
know and enjoy the friendship of people — including Jews — who do eat live oysters, 
who do have their bodies tattooed, and who do consult astrologers. That’s their 
business, not mine. 

Whether a homosexual act between consenting Jewish males, unacceptable 
though it is to Orthodoxy, is any worse than, say, the eating of non-kosher food, the 
wanton desecration of the Sabbath, or non-observance of the laws of mikveh is for the 
Almighty alone to judge. 

Jewish males are, as I say, expressly forbidden deliberately to destroy their semen. 
Lesbian acts involve no such activity. Lesbianism — the mutual sexual stimulation of 
one female by another — is forbidden rather on the grounds that women should not 
“play around” with one another. But lesbianism seems to me pretty harmless in itself, 
though I admit that it may lead to less harmless outcomes. 

I know a couple whose marriage was torn apart when the wife insisted that her 
lesbian lover move into their home. And I know of another situation in which the wife 
left her husband for another woman. So I don’t want anyone to think that I am mini- 
mising or trivialising the possible harmful repercussions of lesbian activity. 

But we all know that it takes two to break a marriage. I know other cases where 
lesbian activity may actually have preserved and prolonged a marriage, by giving the 
wife the sexual pleasure she no longer derived from the husband to whom she was very 
loyal — and devoted — in every other respect. 

I number gays and lesbians among my friends and acquaintances — Jewish and 
non-Jewish. I would trust them with my life. The prejudice against gays that one finds 
in certain sections of British Jewry is a scandal - made worse by the sheer ignorance 
on which it is based. 

But the gays are not blameless either. The idea of “gay marriage” is, in the eyes of 
the Torah-observant, a contradiction in terms, since the whole purpose of marriage is 
procreation, 

The Orthodox prohibition against homosexual practices is immutable. I accept 
Jewish gays for what they are, but I do not regard their sexual lifestyles as an alterna- 
tive, acceptable norm. My advice to them is to get on with their lives without wasting 
their time and ours wondering what the rest of us think of the things they get up to 
in the privacy of their own bedrooms — and without trying to convince the rest of 


us that we must refashion our theology so as to accommodate their own particular 
sexual dogmas. 
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It is not a sin to visit a prostitute 


21 July 2006 


Recently, a national newspaper carried a story alleging that an Orthodox rabbi had 
been seen visiting a house of ill repute and availing himself of the services pro- 
vided therein. 

The report, and international media comment that followed, inevitably centred on 
the multiple hypocrisies involved. A man who apparently went so far as to declare on 
a television programme that so strict is he in his Jewish religious observance that he 
is not prepared even to shake hands with a women is (it is claimed) more than happy 
to caress other parts of the female anatomy. 

A man who proclaims the sanctity of family life in general, and of his own family 
life in particular (his wife has recently given birth to their 10th child), apparently 
thinks so little of that family that he is willing to endanger its sanctity — to say noth- 
ing of the sexual health of his wife — by consorting with prostitutes. 

The prurient media have had a field day, and more field days are promised since the 
rabbi has now announced that he is going to take legal action against the newspaper 
that first broke the story - a course of action fraught with danger, and I can only hope 
that for the sake of his wife and children he is taking the best legal advice available. 

When I first read the story (on an Israeli website) my reaction was also one of 
disgust. Of the world of pimps and prostitutes I know practically nothing. I have never 
(to the best of my knowledge) met a pimp. I was once accosted by a prostitute near 
King’s Cross station, in London. A pathetic, pock-marked girl asked me if I would like 
to have sex with her. I replied that I would first have to ask my wife, whereupon the 
whore fled down the Pentonville Road. 

Well, as I say, my first reaction on reading about the rabbi and the whorehouse he 
is alleged to have frequented was one of revulsion. 

But then I began to reflect more seriously. As far as I am aware, there is no general 
halachic prohibition on Jewish men sleeping with prostitutes, unless the whore is 
herself Jewish. If not, then, according to the Talmud, a Jewish man who feels the need 
to visit a prostitute must simply take care to do so in a town in which he is not known 
- which strikes me as very sound advice. 

If the whore is Jewish, however, we are faced with the certainty of multiple acts 
of adultery, all of which are prohibited. This is because intercourse is itself a form of 
marriage. So the first Jewish man a Jewish prostitute consorts with becomes her hus- 
band; if she wishes to consort with anyone else, this first Jewish customer will have to 
give her a get. So will the second, and so on. (I am ignoring for my present purposes, 
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considerations of mikveh, since I have -yet to learn of any brothel that has one.) 

But let's assume, for the sake of argument, that the female prostitutes who service 
Jewish male clients in the north of England are not Jewish. There are most assuredly 
other halachic considerations. 

At the top of the list, I would put the danger that a Jewish client may pass to his 
wife a sexually transmitted disease caught from the prostitute. A Jewish husband who 
infected his Jewish wife in this way has committed a sin. But if he does not do so, I 
cannot for the life of me conclude that any sin has been committed. 

The Judaism I practise views prostitution as morally reprehensible. But (unless the 
prostitute is the daughter of a Cohen) it is not “illegal.” I am not sure that pornogra- 
phy - literally, writing about prostitutes, or, more generally, about “loose women” (or, 
for that matter, loose men) — is morally reprehensible at all. Judaism's holy books are 
replete with such material. 

There is, for example, a delicious passage in the Talmud describing how one rabbi 
hid himself in the bedroom of another to watch how his rabbinical colleague and the 
colleague's wife behaved on the marriage bed. 

Prostitution has played a seminal part (if you will forgive the pun) in the history 
of the Jewish people. The spies whom Joshua sent to report on the military situation 
in Jericho were secreted in a whorehouse run by the prostitute Rahab. Much later, the 
prophet Hosea married a woman (Gomer) who became a prostitute. More than that, 
God told him to marry this woman. The Almighty forgave her, and so did Hosea. 

I have genuine pity for men — especially Jewish men - who feel the need to pay 
for sex. But, on reflection, I cannot find it in my heart to condemn them. 
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Gay adoption undermines us 


2 February 2007 


There is a certain inevitability about the confrontation between the homosexual 
community and the Anglican and Catholic churches over the adoption of children by 
same-sex couples. The long-running campaign (originating well over a hundred years 
ago) by the gay lobby and its allies against discriminatory practices in this country 
always had a religious dimension to it, because these discriminatory practices were, in 
substantial measure, religious in origin. 

The criminalisation of male homosexual acts in 1861 was based squarely on 
Christian doctrine, and was strongly supported by Queen Victoria, who took seriously 
her position as head of the Anglican church. You could argue that popular prejudice 
against gays has been sustained in part by the legitimacy given to it by Christian 
values. By the same token, as Christian religious observance has waned, so the influ- 
ence of the gay lobby has waxed. 

The victories of the gay community have also been materially assisted by a gradual 
redrawing of the boundary between what society perceives as that which is public and 
that which is private. But this boundary, however much it has moved in favour of the 
gays, still exists. What we are now witnessing is an attempt to remove it completely. 

I confess to finding it somewhat ironic that homosexual couples should want to 
foster children. This willingness seems to me to reflect a certain nostalgia for the trap- 
pings of a heterosexual lifestyle. (Demands by lesbians to receive fertility treatment 
at the expense of the taxpayer strike me as nothing short of chutzpah, since lesbians 
could conceive (could they not?) by the time-honoured natural method — but that is 
another story). On the face of it, the right of same-sex couples to adopt children in 
need of a loving and stable home life appears unquestionable, and one which all of 
us who are anxious to facilitate such a home life for children in need should support. 
Catholic adoption agencies deal with some of the most difficult cases - children from 
violent and broken homes, who are often (and understandably) violent and psycho- 
logically broken themselves. If there are disturbed children in need, and gay couples 
willing to foster and adopt them, what's the problem? 

There are in fact two problems. 

The first is that the children so fostered will grow up believing that the homosexu- 
al lifestyle is an alternative norm. This is of course what the gay lobby wants — in this 
sense the children really are nothing more than pawns being moved by the gays and 
their friends in a much bigger game — to bring about an irreversible shift in private 
(not public) attitudes towards homosexual practices. Welt, this game offends many 
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British Catholics, Anglicans, Muslims and Jews. Granted, it may not offend your credo 
as a Jew. But it certainly offends mine, and that of many Jews of my acquaintance 
who are not particularly punctilious in observing the minutiae of Jewish life, but 
who bring to their daily existence an ethos that is squarely rooted in their Jewish 
heritage. It is nothing more or less than an attempt to undermine the influence of 
religion in the daily lives of all of us. You may not object to this. But I do. What is 
more, I make no apology whatever for taking this view. None at all. 

If the gay lobby succeeds in winning this game, other groups will most assuredly 
come forward with their own particular demands. For example, there is a view within 
the paedophile community that all sexual activity involving children should be de- 
criminalised, if not actually encouraged. It is entirely plausible that the paedophile 
lobby will demand ‘equality’ in the provision of ‘goods and services’ — as the gays are 
doing - and will argue that denial of the right of paedophiles to foster and adopt 
children amounts to an abrogation of that equality. Don’t say that this could never 
happen. You know it could. 

But if these risks don’t overly concern you, may I draw you attention to the fact 
that the demand that Christian adoption agencies should be legally compelled to 
put children into the care of those whose private lives constitute a repudiation of 
Christian values is a form of religious persecution? At the moment the Equality Act 
approved by Parliament last year exempts certain types of religious activity from its 
ambit. One of the arguments being used by the gay lobby and its friends is that ex- 
emptions offend the principles of the Act. These exemptions are now — therefore — 
also under threat. The Archbishops of Canterbury and of York were right, therefore, to 
support the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Westminster and warn the government that 
“the rights of conscience cannot be made subject to legislation”. It is very sad that 
Jewish support for these Christian clerics has been so subdued. 
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Mr Gay Israel is welcome here 


26 October 2007 


Once upon a very long time ago I knew an elderly gentleman who was president of a 
prestigious Orthodox synagogue in London. We discovered a mutual interest in Anglo- 
Jewish demography. 

Our relationship had reached a tipping point, on the verge of progressing from an 
acquaintanceship to a friendship, when he asked me whether I would like to join his 
synagogue. I asked him what this would involve, for I knew that the fees were not 
modest. “Don’t worry about that,” he reassured me, “I'll get you a good deal. You'll 
need a sponsor who will attest to your Sabbath observance, but don’t worry about 
that either, because the application will carry my imprimatur.” “Do you mean that if 
I wasn't Sabbath-observant I couldn't join?” “That’s right,” he declared, “we're very 
particular on this point.” “In that case,” I replied, “I’m not interested in joining.” The 
gentleman was genuinely taken back ~ even shocked — so I explained as gently as I 
could that I was as particular about the synagogue to which I belonged as he was, 
but that I also believed, passionately, in the concept Kol Yisrael chaverim — “All the 
nation of Israel are friends”. This concept, indeed, might be said to have been, and to 
be still, my life’s guiding principle, powerfully reinforced in one of my favourite Yid- 
dish songs, Wir sind alle bruder un aller shwester — “We are all brothers and sisters”; 
the lyric continues by extolling us to love one another wie a chusen mit a kaler - “like 
a groom with his bride”. 

I was reminded of these words as I read of the furore that has erupted following 
the decision of the UK Zionist Federation to organise a tour by an Israeli lawyer, Mr 
Nathan Shaked. 

Mr Shaked, who lives in Tel Aviv, is a practising homosexual. More than that, he is 
the holder of the title of “Mr Gay Israel”. More than that, earlier this year he won the 
“International Mr Gay” competition. And the ZF is bringing him to the UK to address 
young adult audiences about “Being Gay and Israeli”. This has - apparently — enraged 
what is termed “the religious community” in this country. The chair of the religious- 
Zionist Mizrachi movement, Mr Jonathan Taylor, has condemned the ZF for “running 
a public event based on a display of someone's sexuality”. Mr Eric Graus, president 
of Likud-Herut UK, declared that he was “not happy about the ZF getting involved in 
something not a matter of communal agreement”. And Rabbi Barry Marcus, who car- 
ries the Israel portfolio in the Chief Rabbi's cabinet, has condemned the invitation to 
Mr Shaked as “absolutely repugnant”. 

I cannot for the life of me - as a religious Jew and (therefore) a Zionist - 
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understand why. s 

I have on more than one occasion in this column made my own position on prac- 
tising homosexuals very clear. As a religious Jew I accept, of course, as a fact of life, 
the condition of being homosexual. I condemn without reservation physical attacks 
on homosexuals, and I oppose many — though not all — of the forms of discrimination 
faced by gays, lesbians and bisexuals. 

People whose sexual orientation is not exclusively heterosexual must, however, 
accept some forms of discrimination (for example certain careers might not be open 
to them). And I ask and wish homosexuals to practise total abstinence. 

I turn now to my fellow Jews, especially the practising religious ones. I can adduce 
no good reason why the ZF should not stage a public event based on someone's sexu- 
ality. After all, sexuality is a prominent theme of the Hebrew Bible, and is, besides, a 
matter of current public concern. 

If it was being proposed that Mr Shaked should address children in Zionist schools, 
I myself would have reservations. But he will be addressing adult audiences. And it is 
for this reason that Rabbi Marcus's objection is also very wide of the mark. Does the 
Chief Rabbi's cabinet never discuss issues of sexuality? Does it believe that homo- 
sexuality should never be a matter of open discussion among Jews? 

As for Mr Graus’s admonition to the ZF not to get involved in anything “not a 
matter of communal agreement”, this is laughable. What issues, pray, are a matter of 
communal agreement? I can think of none. 

Not a single one. 

The GLB lobby is an important part of the social and political fabric of modern 
Britain. If Mr Shaked can use his good offices with this lobby to advance the Zionist 
cause, kol hakavod — bravo! 
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XIV 


SLAMOPHOBIA 
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ritical as I am of Islamic militancy and intolerance, Fam equally distressed by in 
C tolerance towards moderate adherents of Islam, especially those who live in west- 
ern societies and who are in every respect model citizens of the countries in which 
they live. Islamophobia — irrational hatred of Muslims — is as corrosive as Judeopho- 
bia. Accordingly, I have not hesitated to condemn it, and to defend Moslems and 
Islamic religious, ethnic and cultural distinctiveness whenever I have felt that such 
defence is necessary. 

On 31 May 2002 I warned against the temptation - to which some British politi- 
cians were succumbing — to adopt some of the policies of anti-Islamic extremists, and 
specifically to condemn British Muslims merely because they wished to defend their 
cultural distinctiveness. This was a theme to which I returned later that year (column 
of 22 November 2002), when I declared that a balance had to be “struck between so- 
cial integration and cultural and religious distinctiveness. By and large [I continued], 
most British Muslims are striking this balance in a way at least as sensible as that 
struck by my own grandparents and great-grandparents a century or so ago.” And I 
urged that the protection the law afforded to British Jews against unfair discrimina- 
tion needed also to be extended to Muslims, and that the state had a duty to offer its 
Muslim citizens educational privileges already enjoyed ~ for some considerable time 
- by British Jews and other religious minorities. 

The twin themes of religious equality and religious freedom informed my column 
of 19 December 2003, when I defended - against the depredations of so called ‘liber- 
tarians’ - the right of adherents of all religious faiths to wear emblems of their faith. 

On 15 February 2008 I took it upon myself to support the present Archbishop of 
Canterbury, who had, in measured terms, asked that Islamic Sharia courts be afford- 
ed the same recognition in English law as Jewish religious courts - Bate Din. The 
arguments surrounding such a proposal still rage.! But later that year it emerged 
that the first Sharia courts had already been registered under the UK Arbitration Act 
to adjudicate and issue legal-binding judgments in civil disputes involving con- 
senting parties. 

The heavens have not fallen in, nor has the fabric of British society been torn 
asunder. 


1. See my address to the UK Islamic Sharia Council (20 July 2008) ‘Jews, Judaism and English Law,’ 
printed in Shania: A Way Of Life (Islamic Shari'a Council, London, 2008) [6 pp] and Stephen Pollard, 
‘Sharia courts are extending their reach,’ The Times, 22 September 2008. 
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An ‘invasion’ that should not be repelled 


31 May 2002 


The renaissance of extreme right-wing politics in Europe can be attributed, at least in 
part, to a groundswell of hostility against a perceived “invasion” of Western Europe by 
immigrant groups of a particular type. 

The renaissance began in Germany, triggered by the presence of Turkish “guest 
workers.” In France and the Netherlands, the targets of the extreme right are migrants 
from former colonial possessions in North Africa and the Far East. In Britain, the re- 
cent successes of the BNP have been achieved through the exploitation of prejudices 
against Asian immigrants. 

In every case, the immigrants concerned are, in the main, adherents of Islam. That 
this is so was forcibly brought home to me earlier this month when the media reported 
the latest views of Peter Hain, Tony Blair's minister for Europe, on the Muslim presence 
in the West. 

Of all Mr Blair's ministerial team, Peter Hain can boast the most authentic and 
impeccable anti-racist credentials. As a young, left-wing activist he was a prime or- 
ganiser of deliberately disruptive demonstrations against sporting links with South 
Africa. Later, he helped establish the Anti-Nazi League, whose political and propaganda 
work helped defeat the National Front in Britain in the 1970s. 

But now, in May 2002, Mr Hain appears to be ploughing a very different furrow. 
Muslim immigrants to Britain, he declared, have a tendency to be “very isolationist.” 
“We need,” he told The Guardian, “an honest dialogue about the minority of isolation- 
ists, fundamentalists and fanatics who open the door to exploitation and who provide 
fertile ground for al-Qaeda extremists.” 

I must agree at once - it is indeed undeniable — that there exists a certain violent 
and triumphalist version of Islam, whose exponents have declared war on the values 
of the democratic world. I have no problem at all with Mr Hain’s condemnation of fun- 
damentalists and fanatics. But the reference to “isolationists” I find very disturbing. 

As I read Mr Hain’s remarks, I could not help recalling the words of another politi- 
cian, speaking in Parliament to justify the imposition of tough new restrictions on the 
entry into Britain of immigrants of a particular type: 

“A state of things could easily be imagined in which it would not be to the ad- 
vantage of the civilisation of this country that there should be an immense body of 
persons who... however much they threw themselves into the national life, remained 
a people apart, and not merely held a religion different from the vast majority of their 
fellow-countrymen, but only intermarried among themselves.” 
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The author of these remarks was none other than Arthur Balfour, speaking during 
the committee stage of what became the Aliens Immigration Act of 1905. And the 
“people apart” to whom he was referring was, of course, the Jewish people. 

Balfour, then Prime Minister, did not mind the Jews having a homeland of their 
own — hence his authorship, a dozen years later, of the famous “Declaration” which 
bears his name. What he did not want was yet more Jews settling in Britain — a people 
apart, of a different religion, who were reluctant to intermarry. 

Balfour's speech could easily have been made by Peter Hain. The identity of views 
is chilling, the more so when we remember that Mr Hain’s remarks followed others, 
from equally influential politicians and public figures (among them Home Secretary 
David Blunkett) urging British Muslims to show greater urgency in integrating them- 
selves into British society, condemning arranged marriages, and even questioning the 
wisdom of permitting single-faith schools to continue to exist. 

I agree that certain features of Muslim arranged marriages are unacceptable. 
Forced marriages, the virtual abduction of British Muslim girls (especially of Pakistani 
origin) by relatives in order to fulfil marriage contracts negotiated behind their backs 
and without their agreement freely given, can neither be tolerated nor condoned. 

But, if the Anglo-Jewish experience is anything to go by, responsibly run sin- 
gle-faith schools foster good citizenship and help reinforce basic civic values. In 
Golders Green and Gateshead, Jewish students attending Jewish educational in- 
stitutions have a very distinctive dress code, and in this sense their separatism is 
highly visible. But you won't find them engaging in gang-rapes, knifing or shooting 
passers-by for their mobile phones, or beating up senior citizens in order to steal 
their pension money. 

Balfour's fear that Jewish immigrants to Britain would marry only among them- 
selves has, unfortunately, turned out not to be fully justified. But, to the extent that 
we Jews have declined to intermarry, has our “isolationist” philosophy really under- 
mined our ability to play a full part in British society and make a full contribution to 
British social and economic development? I think not. 

So, I ask myself what exactly is it about Anglo-Muslim “isolationism” that Peter 
Hain objects to. Is it their schools? Their religion and their religious institutions? 
Their dress code? Their aversion to alcohol and their reluctance to embrace English 
pub culture? 

In this column on May 10, I warned against mainstream politicians countering 
the BNP’s rise by adopting some of its policies “in a suitably repackaged form.” And I 
hope that, for the sake of his reputation, Mr Hain will clarify his position, and tell us 
he unequivocally welcomes the presence in Britain of minority ethnic groups, not in 
spite of their distinctiveness but because of it. 
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Human rights should apply to all humans 


22 November 2002 


Earlier this month, the media publicised a report entitled “The Situation of Muslims in 
the UK.” Commissioned by the Open Society Institute, an initiative of the philanthro- 
pist George Soros, the report was written by Tufyal Choudhury, a Solicitors’ Education 
Trust lecturer in human-rights law at the University of Durham. 

Choudhury is an authority on discrimination law and human rights. His latest 
report examines the situation in which British Muslims find themselves following the 
destruction of the World Trade Centre by Islamic terrorists. I do not agree with every- 
thing in the report. But I do believe its contents merit the attention of British Jewry. 

Regrettably, the media headlined one small section of the report, which suggested 
that Arabic, the language of the Koran, should be taught alongside French, German 
and Spanish in UK schools. Noting that the standard of Arabic-teaching in religion 
classes attached to British mosques is not high, Choudhury feels that, if Arabic were 
taught in schools, British Muslim children would be better equipped “to engage with 
their religion.” 

Furthermore, he argues, by being offered Arabic-teaching in schools, the children 
would be kept away from extremist groups, who presumably have gained a foothold, if 
not more, in mosque-based religion classes. Mr Choudhury may have a point here, but 
if he does, it is a feeble one. It is one thing to offer Arabic in schools, where it would 
be better taught than in makeshift religion classes out of school hours by unqualified 
people with ulterior doctrinal, and possibly terroristic, motives. 

But teaching Arabic is not the same as teaching the religion of Islam. Suppose, 
purely as part of the school Arabic curriculum, pupils were taught to read the work of, 
say, Egyptian Arab dissidents (see my October 25 column). As surely as day follows 
night and night follows day, there would be howls of protest from some Muslim par- 
ents, or at least from imams. Yet if the Arabic taught drew only on material from the 
Koran — there would be howls of protest from non-Muslim parents (who would have a 
point, too, wouldn't they?) 

It is a pity that the media focused on this aspect of Choudhury’s report, because it 
addresses other issues which deserve much more public debate. 

In this space on May 31, I argued the case for British Muslims to be permitted to 
maintain their cultural and religious distinctiveness while taking their place in British 
society, just as we British Jews have been allowed to do. I was berated in certain quarters 
because of what I had written. Muslims have immigrated to Britain (I was told) but they 
resist the idea of becoming British, just as they live in America but are not Americans. 
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I am sensitive to this argument. But I am also sensitive (as is Mr Choudhury) to 
fundamental issues of human rights. A balance has to be struck between social inte- 
gration and cultural and religious distinctiveness. By and large, most British Muslims 
are striking this balance in a way at least as sensible as that struck by my own grand- 
parents and great-grandparents a century or so ago. 

The law can help in striking this balance. On November 6, the environment editor 
of The Times made a disgraceful attack on Jewish and Muslim religious slaughter of 
food animals. Realising that such slaughter was entirely in accordance with UK law, 
Anthony Browne thundered on about “a special legal get-out.” Whereas, of course, 
what the law does is to protect my human rights, as a British Jew. (Had Mr Browne 
wanted to tackle the subject in a sensible way, he might have asked why kosher- 
slaughtered animals are so remarkably free of BSE.) 

What cannot be fair, and what Choudhury is right to draw attention to, are blatant 
inequities in the way UK law treats Jews (and some other groups) and Muslims. It can- 
not be right that there are around 4,800 state-aided Church of England schools, 2,140 
Roman Catholic schools, 24 Jewish schools, but only three Muslim schools, while UK 
Muslims outnumber UK Jews by five to one. Nor can it be right that the law affords 
some protection to Jews against discrimination in employment and the provision of 
services, but not to Muslims. 

This indefensible anomaly arises because it is in general not illegal to discrimi- 
nate on the grounds of religion. Jews, along with Sikhs, enjoy protection under the 
1976 Race Relations Act since, as a result of case law, they are regarded as ethnic 
groups. Muslims are deemed to constitute merely a religious group. 

In response to calls that religion be added to existing anti-discrimination legisla- 
tion, successive governments have argued that to do so would extend the protection 
of the law to “cults” as well as to religions, and that some of the practices of “cults” 
are morally repugnant. 

This seems a very inadequate response. The law could, without too much diffi- 
culty, outlaw discrimination against cults while at the same time proscribing certain 
practices in which some cults apparently engage - for instance, the inhalation of 
certain controlled substances. The sensible extension of existing anti-discrimination 
legislation to religion — the major argument in the Choudhury report — would benefit 
Muslims. It would also benefit Jews by (for example) restricting the intrusive and 
unwanted activities of Christian missionaries. 

It’s a reform which all British Jews should support. 


278 


This liberation is a form of repression 


19 December 2003 


I wish today to draw your attention to the most serious attack on religious freedom 
by any European country since the fall of Communism. And it is my sad duty to have 
to report that this attack emanates not from some European backwater, unable to rise 
above attitudes of intolerance reminiscent of the Dark Ages. It emanates from what 
many historians would regard as the birthplace of the Enlightenment — France. 

Earlier this year, President Jacques Chirac established a group of so-called experts 
to advise him on how the Fifth Republic might remain true to its secular roots. By this 
was apparently meant the reaffirmation of the separation of Church and State that 
was one of the guiding mantras of the French Revolution. 

Last week, after six months of deliberation, the group issued its report. This calls 
for the banning of all “conspicuous” signs of religious belief in state-approved edu- 
cational establishments. 

Just in case there might be any doubt as to what this actually means, the so-called 
experts have specified exactly what they have in mind: “oversized” Christian crosses; 
Islamic headscarves; and Jewish skullcaps. 

At present, headteachers in French state schools can suspend and even expel pu- 
pils deemed to be wearing “ostentatious” religious artefacts, but only if they can 
demonstrate that such “signs” amount to “an act of pressure, provocation, proselytism 
or propaganda.” 

Schoolteachers have complained that this places too great a burden on their 
shoulders, and their representatives have campaigned for a change in the law so as 
to offer French citizens a much tighter definition of what an “ostentatious” religious 
symbol or artefact really is. 

Of course, there’s more to the report than this. President Chirac established this 
particular commission in order to demonstrate that he took seriously French concerns 
about the growth of fundamentalist Islamic movements within the Republic, among 
its large North African Muslim minorities. 

In this respect, he can claim a mandate for what his commission on secularism 
has proposed: a large majority of members of the French parliament — spanning the 
French political spectrum — apparently supports a ban on the wearing of headscarves 
in state schools, and opinion polls suggest well over half the French adult population, 
worried about the growth of Islamic extremism, also favour such a ban. 

As if this were not enough, the proposed ban is supported by leading French femi- 
nists on the grounds that the headscarf worn by Muslim girls — the hijab - constitutes 
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“a visible symbol of the submission of women.” 

I suspect that a great many of us this side of the Channel sympathise with some of 
these concerns, though not - I hope - with the remedies proposed, which seem 
to me to be the result of muddled thinking as to what the separation of Church and 
State actually means. 

France is said by some authorities to have been the first country in Europe to have 
offered political emancipation to its Jewish populations. The Revolution heeded the 
much celebrated words of the Comte de Clermont-Tonnere, who in 1791 demanded: 
“To the Jews as individuals: everything. To the Jews as a people: nothing.” This was 
freedom after a fashion, but it was not, in my humble opinion, true emancipation. 
Jews were to be free, but only if they abandoned their collective identity. This they 
refused to do. And therein lay the seeds of the tragedy that was to be played out 
during the Vichy years (1940-45), when French citizens handed over French Jews to 
French gendarmes, who in turn delivered them into the hands of the Nazis. 

It is true that the Fourth Republic, proclaimed in the wake of this tragedy in 1946, 
declared itself to be “secular” as well as indivisible and democratic. But I cannot ac- 
cept that this adherence by the Republic to secularism as a form of national govern- 
ment justifies religious repression, to however small a degree. For, make no mistake, 
that is what President Chirac’s commission is in fact proposing. 

A society cannot call itself free that purports to integrate its immigrants sim- 
ply by repressing their religious particularisms. Rather, a truly democratic society 
respects and protects religious freedoms — among which I want to make it clear that 
I include the right to profess and practise no religion. Where this respect is lacking, 
and where this protection is withdrawn, democracy itself is endangered. And such 
endangerment is, I am sorry to say, precisely what the proposals of President Chirac’s 
commission amount to. 

Equally muddled are the feminist lobbies that call upon the repressive powers of 
the state to curtail religious freedoms in the name of gender equality. I admit that, in 
a number of countries, the wearing of the veil is itself forced upon women, and that in 
those circumstances it might reasonably be regarded as a sign of the inferior status 
of women within those societies — but not in liberal democracies such as the UK or 
(I hope) France. 

So-called feminists betray their own cause when they attempt to invoke the power 
of the state to force women into modes of conduct they would rather not espouse. 
That is why I support the right of women (recently reasserted by St Hilda’s College, 
Oxford) to be educated separately, if that is what they wish... And to wear a head 
covering, if that is what they want. 
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ls our beth din the model for Sharia courts? 


15 February 2008 


On February 7, the Archbishop of Canterbury delivered at the Royal Courts of Justice 
the opening lecture in a series entitled Islam in English Law. Dr Rowan Williams con- 
sidered the interface between the secular “law of the land” and the requirements of 
religious groups. Earlier in the day he had given an interview on BBC Radio 4. The UK, 
he told his listeners, had to “face up to the fact” that some of its citizens do not “re- 
late” to the British legal system. The citizens to whom he was referring are, of course, 
Muslims, and the Archbishop declared that they - British citizens of various Islamic 
persuasions — should not have to choose between “the stark alternatives of cultural 
loyalty or state loyalty”. 

In order to assist their integration into British society, Dr Williams questioned 
whether the idea that “there’s one law for everybody and that’s all there is to be 
said” was any longer tenable; he called instead for the assimilation into English law 
of certain aspects of Islamic Sharia law, such as those covering marital disputes and 
financial matters. 

Immediately following this broadcast, the nation experienced an outbreak of mass 
hysteria the like of which few of us can have had the dubious privilege of witnessing 
in recent times. The BBC itself ran a website headline suggesting that Dr Williams had 
called for the unquestioning adoption of Sharia law in the UK. “Who will rid us of this 
idiotic priest?” was the headline on another website. “I never thought I would see 
the day,” this outraged blogger declared, “when the Archbishop of Canterbury would 
actually advocate the implementation of another religion’s so-called ‘laws’ in what 
remains a predominantly Christian country.” 

By the following morning, leaders of all the main political parties had joined in the 
hysterical, ill-informed condemnation of Dr Williams’ remarks. “All British citizens,” 
thundered Baroness Warsi, “must be subject to British laws developed through Parlia- 
ment and the courts.” 

Certainly they must. But the Archbishop had not advocated anything less. 

I must confess that I was sorely tempted to join the national panic, but before I did 
so I told myself that I really should read the text of the Archbishop's lecture. 

Dr Williams’ address is peppered with allusions to the Anglo-Jewish experience, 
with which he seems to have taken some trouble to acquaint himself. And rightly so. 
The detractors of shechita sometimes claim that Jews in Britain enjoy an “exemption” 
from the laws relating to the slaughter of food animals. We don't. 

There is no Jewish exemption: shechita is part and parcel of the law of the land. Six 
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years ago, Parliament passed the Divorce (Religious Marriages) Act. This legislation 
(which is not retrospective) requires that, where a divorcing couple were married under 
Jewish auspices, either party may require the granting of a religiously-sanctioned 
divorce as a condition of the secular divorce being finalised: no get, no decree absolute. 

So here are two clear cases of the implementation of another religion’s “so-called 
laws” in this predominantly Christian country. 

I go further. Both in London and Manchester, Jewish religious courts are used day- 
in, day-out for the settlement of financial and commercial disputes - and not only 
by Jews, I might add. And I go further still. There are in this country many Jews, and 
they are not just Chassidim or “black hats”, who will not - repeat, will not — report 
a fellow Jew to the police without the prior permission of a beth din. Nor will they 
bear witness against a fellow Jew in a secular court, again without prior rabbinical 
dispensation. But the heavens have not fallen in. Nor has the fabric of British society 
been torn asunder. 

In these important respects, as the Archbishop of Canterbury implied, we British 
Jews do indeed constitute an imperium in imperio — a state within a state. But what 
religious or ethnic minority is more loyal to its British nationality than the Jews? 
None that I can think of. : 

The Archbishop was very careful, in his address, to acknowledge the barbarity in- 
herent in some interpretations of Sharia law, and to rule them out entirely from the 
reforms he was proposing. That said, far from arguing that we should not all be equal 
under the law, less still that non-Muslims should be subject to Muslim law, he has 
merely proposed that the law should be a littte more accommodating towards British 
Muslims, as it has been towards British Jews. 

In this worthy aspiration he deserves our support, and he certainly has mine. 
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Founded in 1841, the London-based Jewish 
Chronicle is the world’s oldest continuously 
circulating Jewish newspaper. Since 2002 its 
prestigious flagship “Comment” column has been 
written by Oxford-educated Dr Geoffrey Alderman, 
the leading authority on the Jews of modern Britain, a 
prolific and controversial scholar whose views have 
attracted warm support and sweeping condemnation 
in equal measure. This anthology brings together 
over a hundred of his Jewish Chronicle op-eds, on 
subjects as diverse as Jewish Orthodoxy, Ultra- 
Orthodoxy, Non-Orthodoxy, Islamic Judeophobia, 
Islamophobia and Jewish approaches to politics and 
sex. “I have tried to be funny,” Alderman declares, 
“when occasion has seemed to me to warrant the 
deployment of a certain humour, which can be 

a valuable didactic tool and a powerful medium 

of communication. | have on occasion employed 
sarcasm and irony. But | have always tried to be 
scrupulously accurate as to facts, and to locate my 
comment within that groundwork. Above all; true to 
my vocation as a rebel who has refused to toe the 
communal line, | have always presented a point of 
view that is unashamedly mine.” 
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